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“I am no bird; and no net ensnares me;  
I am a free human being with an independent will,  
which I now exert to leave you.” 






“I give all my might, begging God for help in my creative work;  







“To stand as an individual artist and remain independent of all the ideological pressures that are 











 Galina Ustvolskaya (1919-2006) and Sofia Gubaidulina (b. 1931) were two of the most 
original and influential composers to come out of the Soviet Union. Neither traditional nor avant-
garde, their musical styles are singular and distinct. Ustvolskaya, a relatively obscure figure 
outside of her native St. Petersburg, wrote music in a style characterized by dissonant sonorities 
and relentless, pounding rhythms: her music invokes imagery of pain, anger and wrath. 
Gubaidulina has experimented with a wide variety of compositional techniques throughout her 
career. Her music is characterized by an eclectic combination of musical elements, which she 
often treats symbolically; her oeuvre is particularly rich in religious imagery.  
 As women composers in the Soviet Union, Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina occupy a 
unique niche in twentieth-century music history. The pressure the Soviet government placed on 
composers to conform to a single artistic aesthetic was an unprecedented phenomenon in the 
history of Western classical music. If these composers chose to obey the standards set by the 
state, and write music which was accessible, pleasing, and served to glorify socialism, they 
relinquished an element of their individuality as artists. The decision to write music according to 
their own aesthetic preferences, and therefore refusing to conform to the government’s ideology, 
however, came with real risks. Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina were among those artists who chose 
to reject these constraints in pursuit of an individualized, unique style. The ways in which they 
asserted their identity through their music provide insights into what it meant to be a 
nonconformist artist in the Soviet Union. 
 During my research into the lives and music of Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina, it quickly 
became apparent that their experiences as women were crucial to understanding each composer 
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and her music as a whole. Further, in comparing them to their female contemporaries in Europe 
and the United States, it became clear that their status as women composers in the Soviet Union 
differed from the status of women composers in the West in several significant ways. Difficulty 
gaining access to the technical training required to develop compositional skills is often cited as 
a primary reason why women composers struggled to reach the same prominence as their male 
colleagues. Living in an ostensibly egalitarian society, Gubaidulina and Ustvolskaya were 
officially treated as equal to their male counterparts and had freer access to an advanced 
education than many women in the West. Their experiences as women composers in the Soviet 
Union and their understanding of gender in their lives and in their music shed a revealing light 
on what it meant to be a woman composer in the twentieth century. 
 In this thesis I intend to analyze the music of Sofia Gubaidulina and Galina Ustvolskaya 
by understanding each woman and her compositions in their unique social, cultural, and political 
context. In Chapter 1, I will discuss the issues surrounding women composers in Europe and the 
United States, particularly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as a point of comparison for 
women composers in Russia. These issues include societal and cultural expectations of gender 
roles, the level of musical education available to women, and anxiety of authorship. I will then 
briefly survey the status of women in the history of Russian music, in addition to the social and 
political climate of the Soviet Union with respect to women. With this context in mind, the 
following chapters will examine the lives and music of Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina in detail. 
Chapter 2 will focus on Ustvolskaya, whose identity as an original artist was so closely tied to 
her musical style that she attempted to erase all outside influences from her compositions. 
Chapter 3 will look in detail at Gubaidulina, who found total freedom in her music by embracing 
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a diversity of influence, and who is widely recognized to be one of the greatest composers alive 
today. 
 These are extraordinary, fascinating women. Their music and their experiences as 
nonconformist artists bring to attention many important questions concerning gender, identity, 
and personal freedom. Their music is potently expressive in its own right, and as I hope to 
demonstrate, it takes on greater levels of meaning when considered as an expression of the 
individuality of women artists in the Soviet Union. 
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Chapter 1: Gender, Music, and the Soviet Union 
 
 Since the focus of this thesis is on women composers in the Soviet Union, I will begin by 
examining the status of their contemporaries in Western Europe and the United States as a point 
of comparison. Russian culture is both distinct from and influenced by the culture of Western 
Europe; it should not be surprising, then, that the experiences of women composers in Russia and 
women composers in Western Europe and the United States were similar in certain ways and 
significantly different  in others. My thesis examines how the social and cultural factors which 
affected women in the West played out for women composers in Russia in the twentieth century. 
 
“Why No Great Women Composers?”: Biology, Gender Roles, and Education 
 In late nineteenth-century Europe, the subject of women composers was much discussed 
in the context of a larger public debate concerning the relative intellectual capabilities of men 
and women.
1
 The dominant voices in this debate were those of philosophers, psychologists, and 
music critics who condemned women’s creative potential. They considered women capable of 
performing and inspiring music, but believed creativity and abstract reasoning were inherently 
masculine traits. These intellectuals explained women’s innate musical ineptness using 
arguments based on the influential philosophies of Kant, Schopenhauer, and Rousseau.
2
 A 
multitude of reasons were given explaining why women could not or should not compose music: 
women cannot think objectively or abstractly, and are incapable of creative genius; 
intellectualism is unfeminine and unattractive in women and therefore should be discouraged; a 
                                                 
1
 Eugene Gates, “The Woman Composer Question: Philosophical And Historical Perspectives I,” Alla Breve 33, no. 
2 (2009): 6. 
2
 ibid., 8. 
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woman’s education should focus on preparing her for a circumscribed role as mother, wife, and 
housekeeper. Upper and middle class women in Europe were expected to prioritize their 
domestic duties over any intellectual or artistic interests. Fanny Hensel’s son, Sebastian Hensel, 
for example, actively sought to make clear that his mother’s compositional work never came at 
the expense of her duties as a daughter, wife, and mother.
3
  
 Composition was considered a logical, scientific, and abstract process, and many 
assumed women to be too emotional, sensitive, and poor at abstract reasoning to be able to 
compose well. Music critic George Upton explained this viewpoint in his 1880 book, Woman in 
Music: 
Conceding that music is the highest expression of the emotions, and that woman is 
emotional by nature, is it not one solution of the problem that woman does not reproduce 
them because she herself is emotional by temperament and nature, and cannot project 
herself outwardly, any more than she can give outward expression to other mysterious 
and deeply hidden traits of her nature? The emotion is a part of herself, and is as natural 
to her as breathing. She lives in emotion, and acts from emotion. She feels its influences, 
its control, and its power; but she does not see these results as man looks at them. He sees 
them in their full play, and can reproduce them in musical notation as a painter imitates 
the landscape before him… Man controls his emotions, and can give an outward 
expression of them. In woman they are the dominating element, and so long as they are 




The idea that women experience music passively, only recreating it through interpretation in 
performance, while men actively engage with music through the creative act of composition, is a 
theme common to many writings about women and music from this period. The roots of this idea 
can be traced back to the philosophies of Rousseau and Kant, who believed that men and women 
had different, although complementary, abilities. However, the traits they aligned with 
femininity were always implicitly less valuable than the traits assigned to men. Men were seen as 
                                                 
3
 Marian Wilson Kimber, “The ‘Suppression’ of Fanny Mendelssohn: Rethinking Feminist Biography,” 19th-
Century Music 26, no. 2 (Fall 2002): 115, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/ncm.2002.26.2.113. 
4
 Carol Neuls-Bates, Women in Music: An Anthology of Source Readings from the Middle Ages to the Present 
(Revised edition) (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1996), 206-207. 
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active observers, for example, while women were meant to serve as passive muses. These roles 
were held up as complementary, but in practice were not equally valued: the language used by 
Upton in the above excerpt clearly demonstrates that feminine qualities (such as sensitivity to 
emotion) were considered lesser than masculine ones (such as emotional control). Rousseau held 
a particularly misogynist view of women’s creative abilities: he believed that no matter how hard 
a woman worked, she fundamentally lacked the capability to reason abstractly and feel true 
passion. As a result, any art she produced would be “cold and pretty,” and “contain as much wit 
as you please, but never a soul.”5 He saw the sole purpose of women’s education as increasing 
her attractiveness and usefulness to men. Kant agreed that women’s education need only prepare 
them for their proper feminine role as a wife and mother. Further, he believed that women should 




 Philosophical thought condemning women’s intellectual and creative potential persisted 
into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, despite the existence of significant women 
composers such as Fanny Mendelssohn and Clara Schumann, not to mention prominent women 
scientists and mathematicians such as Marie Curie and Emmy Noether. Writing in the 1940s, the 
psychologist Carl Seashore took it for granted that there had been no great women composers, 
and claimed this as evidence that women were naturally inferior at composition.
7
 This is also a 
common theme in the public discussion of women composers from the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century: if women can compose equally well to men, where are the great women 
composers? While Seashore did not believe an innate difference in talent and intelligence could 
                                                 
5
 Gates, “The Woman Composer Question I,” 8. 
6
 ibid., 8-9. 
7
 Neuls-Bates, Women in Music, 297. 
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explain the dearth of women composers throughout history, he dismissed the claim that women 
have had insufficient access to musical education, along with the possibility that the demands of 
a woman’s domestic life might impede her composition.8 Instead, Seashore ascribed the relative 
lack of women composers to different innate motivating forces for men and women: “Women’s 
fundamental urge is to be beautiful, loved, and adored as a person; man’s urge is to provide and 
achieve in a career.”9 Again, we see the assumption that women are naturally passive while men 
are active. In Seashore’s view, women are natural performers, as their ultimate desire is to be 
admired by an audience. Composers, on the other hand, must exert control over their musical 
material, an activity only natural for men. Seashore’s belief that women wish for no more than to 
be adored by men stems not from concrete evidence concerning the nature of women, but from 
the influential philosophies of Kant and Rousseau. It is easy to imagine how limiting women’s 
education only to a preparation for a passive role as wife, mother, and muse, would allow 
twentieth-century writers, such as Seashore, to assume that there had been no “great” women 
composers because women aspire only to be admired by men. The possibility that women might 
desire to create for themselves, rather than for others, was simply not considered.  
 Research in psychology over the past several decades has established that there is no 
innate biological difference in compositional abilities between men and women.
10
 Although, on 
average, men tend to have higher spatial skills and women higher verbal ones, there is no 
                                                 
8
 ibid., 298-300. 
9
 ibid., 301. 
10
 Both Eugene Gates in “Women Composers: A Critical Review of the Psychological Literature” The Kapralova 
Society Journal 3, no. 2 (Fall 2005) and Jill Halstead in The Woman Composer: Creativity and the Gendered 
Politics of Musical Composition (Brookfield, Vermont: Ashgate Publishing Company, 1997) have shown this. 
12 
 
evidence that connects this difference to intelligence or compositional ability.
11
 Further, lower 
average verbal skills have not prevented men from becoming great novelists or orators. In fact, 
some research has suggested that an ability to identify with both masculinity and femininity is 
associated with greater creativity.
12
 The question “Why no great women composers?” cannot be 
answered by considering biological or psychological differences between men and women. 
Social and cultural factors, such as access to education and constrictive gender roles, offer more 
meaningful insights into the limitations faced by women who compose.  
 Despite the claims of many that women and men have had equal access to musical 
training in Western Europe and the United States,  it has been historically more difficult for 
women to acquire a conservatory-level education, particularly in the areas of advanced harmony 
and composition.
13
 Conservatories in Germany, for example, barred women from advanced 
theory and composition classes up until the beginning of the twentieth century.
14
 The difficulty 
women faced in pursuing an advanced education in composition has been recognized since the 
late nineteenth century by such writers as Helen Clarke, Frederick Meadows-White, and Amy 
Fay.
15
 While increasing numbers of women were enrolling in composition classes at the end of 
the nineteenth century, they did not necessarily enjoy the same quality of education their male 
classmates did. Many composition teachers still held the belief that their female students were 
                                                 
11
 Eugene Gates, “Women Composers: A Critical Review of the Psychological Literature,” The Kapralova Society 
Journal 3, no. 2 (Fall 2005): 9. 
12
 Jill Halstead, The Woman Composer: Creativity and the Gendered Politics of Musical Composition (Brookfield, 
Vermont: Ashgate Publishing Company, 1997), 42, 44. 
13
 Marcia Citron, Gender and Musical Canon (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 59. See also Gates’s 
"The Woman Composer Question: Philosophical And Historical Perspectives I," 12. 
14
 Eugene Gates and Barbara Barter, "The Woman Composer Question: Philosophical And Historical Perspectives 
II," Alla Breve 34, no. 1 (2009): 6. 
15
 Neuls-Bates, Women in Music, 211-218. 
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inferior to their male ones, and treated them as such.
16
 Mabel Daniels, the first woman to enter an 
advanced score-reading class at the Munich Conservatory in 1902, received a cold reception 
from her classmates, who only accepted her as an equal once she had proved herself so.
17
 
Furthermore, according to Gates, the rising number of women seeking compositional training in 
the late nineteenth century caused alarm among certain critics. Theories explaining that women 
were innately inferior creators, and therefore should not compose, arose in response to the 
increasing number of women who sought to pursue an interest in composition.
18
 Not only were 
women considered less capable than their classmates, critics predicted that their presence would 
have a negative influence on the quality of the music composed by their male peers.
19
 These 
critics feared that an influx of compositions by women would feminize music, an art traditionally 
conceived of as masculine.
20
 One can imagine how these attitudes towards women’s 
compositional abilities would pose a serious problem for a young woman pursuing the study of 
composition. Not only would she be faced with all the technical, intellectual, and creative 
challenges inherent to the study of composition: she would also have to justify her right to 
compose in the first place, given the commonly held belief that by writing music, she was 
somehow diminishing the art as a whole. 
 Seashore claimed that marriage should not limit a woman’s ability to compose since she 
had more creative freedom than a man tied down by work. However, as Gates says, Seashore’s 
understanding of marriage “…bears little resemblance to the reality of most women’s lives, 
                                                 
16
 Gates, “The Woman Composer Question II,” 9. 
17
 Neuls-Bates, Women in Music, 222. 
18
 Gates, “The Woman Composer Question II,” 10. 
19
 ibid., 6. 
20
 ibid., 7.  
14 
 
either historically or in the present.”21 Women have been assumed to take responsibility for 
child-rearing and domestic tasks, which are irregular and constantly demanding. This would 
leave them little time for involved creative work like composition, which typically requires long 
periods of uninterrupted time in which to think; this can be difficult to find when the needs of 
children are demanding one’s attention. It has historically been difficult for women composers to 
balance the demands of marriage and motherhood with the time and focus required to compose.
22
 
Jill Halstead’s survey of twentieth century British women composers reveals that these women 
experienced a great deal of conflict when balancing their domestic life and their musical 
activities. We will see that Sofia Gubaidulina also experienced conflict between her music and 
her infant daughter’s needs; Gubaidulina managed to resolve this conflict by having her daughter 
raised by her parents. Seashore’s claim is simply false: for many women composers, marriage 
and children result in a halt or slowing down in their compositional output, particularly when 




Anxiety of Influence and Anxiety of Authorship 
 Harold Bloom’s theory of an anxiety of influence among writers is often used to 
understand the ways in which male composers related to their predecessors. Brahms, for example, 
did not complete his first symphony until the age of 43, in part because he felt compelled to hold 
himself to the high standard set by Beethoven’s symphonies. Bloom’s theory explains how a 
contemporary artist’s relationship with the established “masters” of the past serves as a source of 
                                                 
21
 Eugene Gates, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Composers? Psychological Theories, Past and Present,” 
The Journal of Aesthetic Education 28, no. 2 (Summer 1994): 28. 
22
 ibid., 32 
23





 A work of art can be understood as a sort of battlefield where the artist 
engages with, and struggles against, his predecessors in an attempt to establish his own place in 
the artistic canon.
25
 According to Bloom, the primary weapon the contemporary artist has in this 
battle with the artists of the past is a purposeful misreading of predecessors’ works. 
Appropriating previous work for their own ends establishes the artist’s power over the past.26 
This concept of misreading is particularly useful in understanding how early twentieth century 
composers, such as Schoenberg, Webern, and Stravinsky, grappled with the traditional canon of 
Western classical music. All of these composers expressed ambivalence toward the “masters” of 
history, in particular Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms, whose music constituted the bulk of this 
canon; collectively, the genius of these composers was a source of inspiration, but the high 
standard it set was also a source of anxiety.
27
 Composers throughout history have dealt with this 
ambivalence toward their musical heritage by borrowing elements of established musical 
structures and reworking them for their own purposes. Schoenberg, for example, applied his 
novel dodecaphonic harmonic system to classical forms such as the sonata. By placing traditional 
elements in a new context and giving them new meanings, composers could create original 
works, thereby establishing their own position within history. Simultaneously, they created a 
source of anxiety for further generations of composers. 
 Bloom’s theory specifically addresses poetry written by European white men since the 
sixteenth century.
28
 The language of this theory is clearly gendered. His theory speaks of the poet 
                                                 
24
 Joseph N. Straus, Remaking the Past: Musical Modernism and the Influence of the Tonal Tradition (Cambridge: 




 ibid., 14. 
27
 ibid., 6-7. 
28
 ibid., 15. 
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in masculine terms, refers to poetry’s predecessors as “masters,” and explicitly invokes violent 
and Oedipal imagery in which the poet figuratively kills his artistic forefathers in battle. The 
concept of an anxiety of influence is a therefore a particularly masculine phenomenon. This 
raises the question of whether women artists experience an anxiety of influence in the same way 
male artists do.  
 Composers in the early twentieth century were acutely aware of the established canon of 
Western classical music, a canon comprised almost exclusively of music written by male 
composers. Although women composers have been prevalent throughout music history, music 
students generally learn about very few of them, since their music has by and large been 
excluded from this canon up until the present day.
29
 Eugene Gates refers to “a conspiracy of 
silence on the part of music historians” regarding women composers, who have often been 
overlooked in favor of their male colleagues.
30
 Serious, methodical research into the subject of 
women composers did not begin until the latter half of the twentieth century, when the lives of 
hundreds of women composers were uncovered, going back to the twelfth century with 
Hildegard of Bingen.
31
 Until more recently, women composers have been unaware of their 
female predecessors, the result of which is that each generation of women composers has tended 
to feel themselves to be the first. The American composer Joan Tower described this 
phenomenon in a 1995 interview: “I simply wasn’t aware that there were very few women 
                                                 
29
 See the over 300 women composers profiled by Mary McVicker in Women Composers of Classical Music: 369 
Biographies from 1550 into the 20th Century (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, 2011). See also the over 800 
entries in Julie Anne Sadie and Rhian Samuel,  The Norton/Grove Dictionary of Women Composers (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 1995). 
30
 Gates, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Composers?,” 27; see also Susan McClary, “Different 
Drummers. Interpreting Music by Women Composers,” in Frauen- Und Männerbilder in Der Musik, edited by Freia 
Hoffmann, Jane M. Bowers, and Ruth Heckmann, (2000): 113. 
31
 Halstead,  The Woman Composer,159. 
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composers on the scene. … At Columbia I was reading all the standard history books…that 
didn’t have any women in them. I thought this was the way the world was.” Susan McClary 
notes that when women composers have been included in music history textbooks they are 
frequently relegated to afterthought.
32
 While there has been an increasing amount of scholarship 
documenting the work of women composers since the 1980s, as of the end of the twentieth 
century there was still very little scholarship available which analyzed their music, compared to 
the scholarship available on the music of male composers.
33
 This situation has improved 
significantly in the past few decades. Prior to these studies of women composers and their music, 
there was no canon of women composers’ works which could both inspire and induce anxiety.  
 Instead of an ambivalence toward their relationship to the masters of the past, women 
composers have often experienced ambivalence with respect to the quality of their music.
34
 
Fanny Hensel, for example, expressed self-doubt in her compositional ability, particularly in 
comparison to the music of her brother, Felix Mendelssohn.
35
 Clara Schumann often belittled her 
own compositions, referring to them as only “women’s work.”36 Rather than fighting to establish 
a position for themselves within a tradition already saturated with high-quality works composed 
by men, women composers have struggled to justify their right to compose in the first place. This 
phenomenon, which has been experienced by women artists in many genres, is known as an 
                                                 
32
 Susan McClary, “Different Drummers. Interpreting Music by Women Composers,” in Frauen- Und Männerbilder 
in Der Musik, ed. Freia Hoffmann, Jane M. Bowers, and Ruth Heckmann, (Oldenberg, Germany: Bibliotheks-
und Informationssystem der Universität Oldenberg, 2000), 113. 
33
 ibid., 113-114. 
34
 Marcia Citron, Gender and Musical Canon (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 54. 
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 Clara Schumann articulated her anxieties surrounding her status as a 
woman and composer in a 1839 diary entry: 
I once believed that I had creative talent, but I have given up this idea; a woman must not 
wish to compose—there never was one able to do it. Am I intended to be the one? It 
would be arrogant to believe that. That was something which only my father tempted me 




This passage demonstrates that Schumann indeed felt there had been no great women composers 
before her, and that this lack of female precedents served as a significant source of her self-doubt.  
 Although anxiety of influence and anxiety of authorship were not fully theorized until the 
twentieth century, writer Helen J. Clarke wrote clearly about them in 1895:  
The difficulties that women must overcome are far greater than those which meet men at 
the dawn of their musical career. They must come into competition with all the great 
works which have preceded them, and they must struggle in the face of a prejudice 
against their possession of genius so deeprooted and widespread that even their faith in 
themselves wavers, and the desire to attain without which no goal can be made is thus 
shorn of the strong impulse that should “aim at the stars” and is content if it but “hits the 
moon.”39 
 
Anxiety of authorship has posed a serious problem for women composers in the classical music 
tradition. Many women composers have struggled to see themselves as equal to their male 
colleagues, let alone to see themselves as equal to the masters of the past. However, it is possible 
that the absence of overshadowing predecessors is just as much a mixed blessing and curse for 
women composers as the presence of such predecessors has been for men: there can be freedom 
in having no tradition to which to conform. As Straus points out, while there were many master 
composers in the Renaissance, composers in the classical era were largely unaware of them.
40
 
                                                 
37
 The anxiety of authorship as concept was first put forward by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar in their book, The 
Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-century Literary Imagination (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1979). 
38
 Citron, Gender and the Musical Canon, 57. 
39
 Neuls-Bates, Women in Music, 213.  
40
 Straus, Remaking the Past, 4.  
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This allowed them to compose without being distracted by the anxiety of living up to  the 
standard set  by the artists of the past. The lack of precedents which so discouraged Clara 
Schumann could be a source of artistic freedom: in the absence of an established tradition, an 
artist might freely create her own.  
 Marcia Citron suggests that an increased knowledge of a woman’s artistic predecessors 
and supportive communities of mentors and colleagues can be a means of assuaging her anxiety 
of authorship.
41
 Many such communities of women composers began to form in the latter half of 
the twentieth century. Nancy Van de Vate, an alumna of Wellesley College, founded the 
International League of Women Composers in 1975.
42
 The purpose of this organization was to 
help women composers gain access to grants, public performances, and recording opportunities, 
which had been difficult for them to access individually.
43
 Groups like these actively promote the 
music of women and foster a sense of community among women composers, which is 
particularly important to younger women establishing their careers. Van de Vate, who attended 
Wellesley College in the 1950s, offered her perspective on communities formed for and by 
women in a 1981 interview: 
When I applied to college, I could not have attended Harvard, Princeton, or Yale because 
of being female, and so I went to one of the Seven Sister Colleges, Wellesley. No one 
then suggested there was anything ignoble about separatism, or anything ignoble about 
women doing things for themselves, or anything inferior about the caliber of education 
we were receiving at a women’s school. These questions were never raised, and it bothers 
me very much that now people think there is something wrong with women composers 
acting as advocates on their own behalf—which is what the League [of Women 
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 Citron, Gender and the Musical Canon, 66. 
42
 Neuls-Bates, Women in Music, 323.   
43
 ibid., 328. 
44
 ibid., 327. 
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Groups like the International League of Women Composers actively enable women composers 
by helping them to access resources which have previously been unavailable to them. The 
mentorship and collegiality provided by these groups help their members combat an anxiety of 
influence. 
 
Musicology and Criticism of Women Composers 
 The Romantics saw men and women as having separate but complementary sets of skills: 
men were considered logical, active, and objective; women were passive, emotional, and 
subjective. This gendered set of aesthetics was used in the nineteenth century to critique women 
composers based on their ability to conform to gender roles, rather than the quality of their 
music.
45
 “Women’s music” was expected to be melodious, pleasing, and light entertainment—
that is, a woman’s music was meant to serve someone other than herself.46 These constraints 
placed a double standard on the woman composer in the late nineteenth century:  if she wrote 
“masculine” music (large, complex works such as symphonies) she would be attacked for 
attempting to quit her proper feminine sphere; a woman who wrote “feminine” music (shorter, 
melodic works) was used as confirmation that women were inferior in compositional skill and 
ability to men.
47
 A review of Amy Beach’s Gaelic Symphony from 1898 condemned the work 
for attempting more than a woman composer should expect to be capable of: “[the score’s] 
efforts to be Gaelic and masculine end in [it] being monotonous and spasmodic.”48 On the other 
hand, a 1903 review of Ethel Smyth’s opera Der Wald (The Forest) praised the work for 
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sounding indistinguishable from a man’s, writing of its composer, “She thinks in masculine style, 
bold and virile.”49 This review concludes that Smyth “has successfully emancipated herself from 
her sex,” implying that doing so was praiseworthy.50 While the review of Beach’s symphony was 
negative and the review of Smyth’s opera was positive, both reviewers clearly prized masculine 
properties over feminine ones: Beach’s symphony was judged as poor because it failed to be 
masculine enough, while Smyth’s opera was considered successful because it was overtly 
masculine, rather than feminine.  
 The tendency to analyze a woman’s composition only in terms of the gender of its 
composer continued to be a serious problem for women composers through the twentieth century, 
and continues to be problematic today. One contemporary woman composer explained her 
perspective in an anonymous survey: 
…if I prefer to be considered the same or different from male composers, it forces me 
into one of only two answers: both of which play into the patriarchal mode of oppressing 
my unique point of view. If I want to be different, I can be easily construed as “less” 
because that immediately suggests a hierarchical model. If I want to be the same, then I 




Women composers throughout history have been faced with a double standard: they could either 
identify as female and be devalued in relation to male composers, or they could claim to be as 
good as a man, and in so doing, devalue and deny their femininity.
52
  
 The ways in which the Romantics analyzed and circumscribed the music of women 
composers would have lasting effects on music criticism. Malcolm Boyd, in his 1980 book 
Grace Williams, wrote of the composer, “The fact that no-one surveying…her music would be 
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able to tell, without prior knowledge, that it was the work of a woman rather than a man is in part 
a measure of her success.”53 This condescending approach towards women composers is 
depressingly common: a woman’s composition must be indistinguishable from a man’s in order 
to be considered successful. Music critics have also tended to presume that women are asking for 
special treatment, claiming that they will judge the music without gendered context—in other 
words, as if a man had written it—and instead judge it more harshly than they would have 
otherwise.
54
 As twentieth-century British composer Elisabeth Lutyens wrote, “I am 15 years 
behind any man. If Britten wrote a bad score they’d say, ‘He’s had a bad day.’ If I’d written one 
it was because I was a woman.”55 Commentary on the physical appearance of the composer, 
obviously irrelevant to the quality of their music, is also overwhelmingly more common in 
criticism of women composers than that of music written by men.
56
  
 Even the term “woman composer” is a problem for women who compose. The term, with 
its implication that women composers are a unique category, calls attention to the magnitude of 
their achievements, but at the same time marginalizes them.
57
 Some have embraced the term, 
some understand it as a simple statement of fact, and others see it as an unwanted limitation. 
There is truly no neutral position since, by virtue of their position as women, and therefore a 
minority within the world of composition, women composers inherently challenge and engage in 
discussions of gender. If the listener is aware that a composition was written by a woman, it is 
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 There are many reasons a woman composer might choose not to 
identify herself as such: she might fear that her music will be judged differently or more harshly 
because of her gender; she might not intend for her music to engage with gender in any way; she 
might not want her music to be associated with a feminine musical tradition that has historically 
been understood as inferior. It is unfortunately common for women composers to see themselves 
as occupying a privileged, limited space, which may cause other women to appear as a threat.
59
 
This presents a problem for other women composers, particularly younger ones, who benefit 
from supportive role models rather than competition.  
 Music critics who praise a woman’s compositions for being indistinguishable from a 
man’s ignore the possibility that music composed by women is different than, but not inferior to, 
music composed by men. The idea that women can prove themselves equal to men by showing 
the ways in which they are the same as men is problematic, since it runs the risk of erasing 
women’s unique experiences.60 The music of women composers should be analyzed on its own 
terms, rather than through traditional musicological values and categories based predominantly 
on the music of male composers.
61
 McClary explains how we might come to a more 
comprehensive analysis of compositions by women: 
Recent feminist theorists have called for more flexible models that take into account the 
distinctions within groups, that ground difference not in biology but in cultural practices 
and performance, that offer women a variety of pragmatic strategies, whereby either 
difference or sameness may be stressed, depending on the situation. … This model is … 
metaphysically messy, for neatly arranged categories and ideals of transhistorical 
universality can only produce a warped image of the social world in which we live and 
make our choices. … Instead of searching in vain for similarities between repertories by 
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women, we would do better to examine how individual women have negotiated workable 
relationships between their gender, the musical options available to them, and any 




McClary’s proposed solution to the problem of how to analyze the music of women composers is, 
as she puts it, “messy,” but it is also entirely necessary. A complete understanding of a woman’s 
compositions cannot be based entirely around the gender of their creator, and neither can her 
gender and experiences as a woman be ignored. It is reductionist and ultimately meaningless to 
essentialize the music of women composers as a whole. However, understanding how individual 
composers dealt with their womanhood is central to understanding their music. Indeed, if there is 
a theme to be found among compositions of women composers, it is that their music does not fit 
into neatly defined categories.  
 
Women Composers in the West 
 Much European and American avant-garde music in the twentieth century was written for 
the intellectual and creative fulfillment of its composer, and is therefore often dissonant, complex, 
and difficult to perform. This is diametrically opposed to the aesthetic of nineteenth-century 
“women’s music,” which serves the purpose of pleasing its audience, and is often simple and 
accessible to amateur performers.
63
 Avant-garde music defies and reinterprets the traditional 
structures and elements of classical music, while still aspiring to the same goals of formal 
complexity and unity. As a result, the avant-garde retains certain patriarchal values such as 
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complexity, virtuosity, and a preference for large-scale forms.
64
 Some women composers, 
however, have consciously embraced traditionally de-valued and feminized musical concepts in 
their music.
65
 The ways in which these composers challenge traditional values in music often go 
beyond Bloom’s concept of misreading. Rather than borrowing techniques from their male 
predecessors in order to create a place for themselves in the established musical tradition, these 
women composers are actively creating a tradition for themselves. For example, Pauline Oliveros 
rejects traditional music notation in her compositions, in order to free her music from the 
masculine authority of a rigidly notated score.
66
 Other women composers have embraced noise 
and purposefully non-pleasing, and therefore unfeminine, sounds as a means of challenging 
cultural assumptions about music by women. Diamanda Galás and Kat Bjelland are both 
contemporary women composers who incorporate screams into their music.
67
 Screaming is often 
used to communicate anger, an emotion typically considered unfeminine, and therefore improper 
for women to express. To the present day, a woman expressing anger or rage, no matter how 
justified, can be dismissed as hysterical. According to Judith Tick, the scream has become “a 
metaphor for positive action by women—for taking charge of one’s own life and destiny, and for 
fighting back.”68 Significantly, as I will discuss, Galina Ustvolskaya also incorporated screams 
and cries in her compositions, and further, the music of Ustvolskaya, Galás, and Bjelland has in 
common a prioritization of intense expression over clarity of their text. 
 One of the important leaders of the American avant-garde movement was Ruth Crawford 
Seeger (1901-1953). A recipient of the Guggenheim Fellowship, her music was critically 
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successful and would prove to be an influence on many other prominent composers.
69
 Seeger 
became a role model for other women composers, given that she was a composer “whose 
excellence and modernist credentials assuaged their ‘anxiety of authorship’ over the absence of 
female composers from conventional music history.”70 While Seeger experienced a great deal of 
success early in her career, her life also demonstrates many of the difficulties a woman composer 
faced during the twentieth century in the West. She stopped composing in the 1930s, producing 
only one more work in 1952, due to several factors, including a full teaching schedule, 
publication of a book on American folk music, and the demands of raising four children.
71
 She 
was left out of lists of contemporary composers compiled in the 1940s and was omitted from 
major music history textbooks through the 1960s.
72
 Interest in Seeger and her music was 
renewed in the 1970s. While her music has been increasingly studied and performed since then, 
her importance is often ignored in discussions of avant-garde music in the United States.
73
  
 In a relatively recent essay, McClary examined the compositions of three major 
American women composers, all coincidentally born within ten years of Sofia Gubaidulina: 
Pauline Oliveros, (b. 1932)  Meredith Monk, (b. 1943) and Joan Tower (b. 1938).
 74
 Oliveros has 
been strongly influenced by Eastern philosophy and experimental group improvisations; as we 
will see, she has this in common with Gubaidulina. Oliveros, who identifies as a feminist, 
stresses that while the increasing number of women in traditionally male-dominated fields 
“means a move towards the inclusion of intuition as a complementary mode of creativity,” this 
                                                 
69
 Tick, “Writing Female Composers,” 134. 
70
 ibid., 137. 
71
 Neuls-Bates, Women in Music, 308-310. 
72
 Tick, “Writing Female Composers,” 132-133. 
73
 ibid., 135, 142. 
74
 McClary, “Different Drummers,” 116.  
27 
 
new mode should be equally available to both genders—that is, increasing the value of what has 
previously been devalued, because of its association with femininity, should allow both men and 
women to make “more complete expression available in any field.”75 Monk, who received the 
MacArthur Fellowship in 1995, incorporates dance and theater into her works, which are often 
politically oriented.
76
 Her music utilizes physically embodied gestures and powerful cultural 
imagery.
77
 According to McClary, Tower’s style is more “standard modernist” than Monk’s or 
Oliveros’s and “doesn’t call attention to difference”; instead, the composer embraces a full 
spectrum of effect.
78
 With the exception of Fanfare for the Uncommon Woman, Tower’s music 
doesn’t deal overtly with gender.79 Her composition Silver Ladders (1988) quotes Tchaikovsky, 
Mussorgsky, Schoenberg, and Stravinsky; McClary reads this as Tower setting herself up as one 
of Bloom’s “strong poets” by claiming her musical predecessors as her own as she establishes 
her own unique identity.
80
  
 Despite their uphill battle for education and freedom from established gender norms, 
women composers in the West have composed, and composed well. Women composers not only 
have a much richer history than has typically been represented in history texts, they continue to 
build a novel, valuable, and feminine musical tradition. While their music cannot and should not 
be analyzed and understood only in terms of its gender, a complete interpretation of this music 
requires an understanding of how each individual woman composer has understood her gender in 
relation to her music. So far I have exclusively discussed women composers in Europe and the 
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United States. Next, I will examine how the position of the woman composer in Europe and the 
United States was similar to and different from a woman composer’s position in the Soviet 
Union. 
 
Women and Music in Russia and the Soviet Union  
 The involvement of women in Russian music is documented dating back to the sixteenth 
century.
81
 While the Russian religious music tradition was an entirely masculine one until the 
eighteenth century, women were active in the realm of popular music as singers and dancers.
82
 In 
the nineteenth century, the status of women in Russian music largely mirrored that of women in 
Western Europe. Under the influence of Western philosophers, late nineteenth century writers in 
Russia saw creative genius as masculine and believed the feminine only mediated creativity—
men could create, while women could only interpret or serve as muses for men.
83
  Music was 
considered an essential part of a young woman’s education. However, the primary purpose of 
this education was to improve her prospects of marriage, and women’s performances were 
largely confined to the home; it was considered improper for upper and middle class women to 
pursue composition as a career.
84
  
 The St. Petersburg and Moscow Conservatories, founded in the 1860s, enabled both male 
and female musicians to attain a professional level of musicianship.
85
 Significantly, women in 
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Russia had access to a high level of musical training much earlier than women in Western 
Europe. The main beneficiaries of the Russian conservatories were men such as Tchaikovsky, 
who used their education to pursue a professional career in music. Most of the students at these 
conservatories, however, were young women who could not pursue music as a profession due to 
societal restraints.
86
 Women have held teaching positions at Russian conservatories from their 
inception.
87
 Women who were professional instrumentalists were less common in the nineteenth 
century, but several women had successful careers as concert pianists. Anna Esipova, for 
example, became a professor of piano at the St. Petersburg Conservatory, where one of her 
students was Sergei Prokofiev.
88
 
 As in nineteenth-century Western Europe, if a Russian woman did compose, she usually 
wrote “feminine” music: short, simple pieces to be performed in the home.89 When women 
published their compositions, they often did so anonymously. However, there are several 
examples of Russian women composers, not to mention many accomplished performers and 
musicologists. Zinaida Volkonskaya composed operas.
90
 Aleksandra and Nadezhda Purgol’d 
were vital members of the musical circle often dubbed the “Mighty Five.” Aleksandra Purgol’d 
was a gifted singer and interpreter; according to one nineteenth century writer, “… Her singing 
was so true to the spirit of the music that now and then one of these composers would say that his 
work had two authors – himself and the performer.”91 Nadezhda Purgol’d, the wife of Rimsky-
Korsakov, was a highly educated pianist and composer, and transcribed and arranged her 
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colleagues’ compositions.92 Valentina Serova studied piano at the St. Petersburg Conservatory, 
where Ustvolskaya would later study, and wrote several operas.
 93
 Ella Shul’ts, another graduate 
of the St. Petersburg Conservatory, was an ethnomusicologist and wrote operas under the 
pseudonym, Adaevskaia.
94
 Evgeniia Lineva was a highly respected musicologist whose 
transcriptions of Russian folk songs would be used by Stravinsky in his Rite of Spring.
95
 
 As teachers and patronesses, women have been central figures in Russian music 
throughout its history, supporting the careers of the men who overshadowed them. Many of the 
great figures in Russian music history have had sisters, wives, and patronesses who actively 
enabled their composition. Famously, for example, the wealthy widow Nadezhda von Meck 
payed off Tchaikovsky’s debts and gave him a regular allowance, which allowed him to 
compose freely.
96
 However, most studies of Russian music history have focused on prominent 
male musicians, such as Tchaikovsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, and Mussorgsky. This makes it 
unlikely that conservatory students in the USSR would have been aware of the existence of the 
many nineteenth-century Russian women composers. Unknowingly, perhaps, they inherited a 
musical tradition in which women played a vital role.  
 There were significant women’s rights movements in Russia in the late nineteenth 
century, which resulted in an increased access to education for women, although their career 
options remained limited. The 1917 Bolshevik Revolution further altered the status of women in 
Russia, as one of the revolutionaries’ professed goals was the destruction of the existing 
patriarchal system in favor of a more egalitarian one. The new government established laws 
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guaranteeing women and men equal rights. In 1917 all public education was made coeducational; 
in 1918, a new constitution declared women and men politically equal; and labor regulations 
were established which prohibited gender discrimination and mandated paid maternity leave.
97
 In 
the 1930s, women entered higher education and previously male-dominated fields in large 
numbers, becoming doctors, engineers, and university faculty. During World War II, women 
made up to 77% of the student population in institutions of higher education.
98
  In the years 
immediately following World War II, most adult women in the USSR held full-time jobs. 
However, after the war ended, women who had risen to higher-level positions during the war 
were expected to step down as men returned to work.
99
  
 While record numbers of women were working full-time, they were still expected to be 
entirely responsible for childcare and domestic tasks, which were not recognized as real work by 
the government and therefore not compensated as such.
100
  Although men and women had equal 
legal rights under the Soviet system, women remained at a disadvantage. The ideal Soviet 
woman, as portrayed in propaganda, was supposed to prove that Soviet women had been 
emancipated from an oppressive, sexist tradition and could now freely serve as productive 
members of a socialist society. However, this model woman was still expected to fulfill a 
particularly feminine, domestic role, in which she encouraged her working husband and educated 
her children about socialism.
101
 While the Soviet Union claimed to be egalitarian, it remained a 
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patriarchal society in which women faced bias and discrimination, and were expected to conform 
to circumscribed gender roles.  
 The increased accessibility to higher education represented significant progress for 
women in the Soviet Union when compared with women in Western Europe and the United 
States. A lack of adequate education is frequently cited as a primary reason for the relatively 
small number of women composers who have risen to prominence in the West. As previously 
discussed, women were a small minority in European and American conservatories, particularly 
in upper level courses. The Soviet government sought to show that it could produce musicians on 
par with those in the West, and so established a music education system to encourage any 
promising young students, regardless of gender.  Compared with their colleagues in the West, 
female students at Soviet conservatories would have been less conscious that their gender made 
them unusual. It is not surprising, then, that this system produced several significant women 
composers, including Sofia Gubaidulina and Galina Ustvolskaya. However, as we will see when 
we examine the experiences of Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina, women still faced bias and sexism 
in Soviet conservatories, in the form of teachers and colleagues who made unnecessary 
commentary on their physical appearance and doubted their creative abilities because of their 
gender. 
 
Music and Ideology in the Soviet Union  
 The effect of the Soviet Union’s cultural policies on prominent composers such as 
Shostakovich and Prokofiev has been discussed extensively in the scholarly literature. Less 
attention has been paid to the composers who dared to write avant-garde and nonconformist 
music, including Sofia Gubaidulina, Alfred Schnittke, and Edison Denisov. Beginning in the 
33 
 
1930s, music in the Soviet Union was expected to conform to the aesthetic of Socialist Realism, 
which espoused patriotism and accessibility. Socialist Realist music was characterized by 
tonality, tuneful melodies, and the use of folk song. This style embodied the antithesis of 
“formalism,” a term used in a derogatory manner by Soviet critics to refer to music associated 
with the forbidden Western avant-garde. During Stalin’s reign of terror in the late 1930s, failure 
to conform to this ideal could have dire consequences for a composer. Famously, it was during 
this period that Shostakovich withdrew his experimental Fourth Symphony and began writing his 
Fifth Symphony, which more explicitly conformed to the Socialist Realist ideal.
102
 From 1945 to 
1948, a campaign headed by Andrei Zhdanov was launched to exert further ideological control 
over the arts.
103
 Soviet art, according to Zhdanov, was supposed to portray Soviet life 
optimistically and serve the people’s “aesthetic needs.”104 In other words, all art was supposed to 
function as propaganda. During the Zhdanov era, several prominent composers, including 
Shostakovich, suddenly found themselves removed from their conservatory teaching positions 
under accusations of writing formalist music. 
 Despite the ban on Western avant-garde music and the dangers of writing music which 
could be accused of formalism, an underground avant-garde movement began to emerge in the 
1960s. Although a distinctly Russian brand of avant-garde music had briefly been popular in the 
1920s in St. Petersburg, by the 1930s interest in this music had faded as Socialist Realism 
became the dominant musical aesthetic.
105
 When composers began to experience more artistic 
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freedom in the 1960s, they chose to look towards Western composers like Boulez, Stockhausen, 
and Berio for inspiration rather than to the first wave of the Russian avant-garde.
106
 The 
composer Andrei Volkonsky was largely responsible for introducing Western avant-garde 
techniques such as dodecaphony and serialism to the Soviet music scene. Studying the music of 
the Western avant-garde had to be done in secret and musicians went to great lengths to access to 
forbidden scores.
107
 Around this time, the stance of the Soviet government shifted from an active 
suppression of avant-garde music to simply ignoring its existence.
108
 With no public support 
from the state, this music tended to be performed only in private settings and was known only in 
small circles of musicians. Avant-garde composers struggled to make a living by composing; 
writing for the Party was lucrative, but artistically constricting. In the 1980s, Soviet composers 
became increasingly interested in infusing religion and spirituality into their music. This 
reflected a broader trend in Soviet art: artists saw religion as a means of asserting their individual 
expression after years of forced collectivization. Many Soviet artists have confirmed that 
religious music in the Soviet Union was a form of protest.
109
 Prior to the 1980s, overt displays of 
religion were relatively dangerous, but as artistic and cultural restrictions began to be lifted, the 
infusion of religion into art became so popular that some saw it as cliché. 
 The music of these composers was inherently political, regardless of its content. By 
refusing to conform to the ideal of Socialist Realism and instead pursuing their own unique 
musical styles, these composers became dissidents. They were, for the most part, unaware of 
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musical developments occurring in the West. As a result, each of these composers developed 
strikingly unique musical styles, from Arvo Part’s tintinnabulation to Schnittke’s polystylism to 
Ustvolskaya’s severe asceticism. These nonconformist composers found freedom of expression 
in their music despite the pressure of the government and its ideology; Alexander Ivashkin goes 
so far as to suggest that the constrictions placed on these composers by the state forced them to 
be more creative than they would have been otherwise.
110
 There is no doubt that a great deal of 
original music came out of the unique social and political climate of the Soviet Union. In the 
following chapters I will examine the effects of this environment on Galina Ustvolskaya and 
Sofia Gubaidulina in more detail.
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Chapter 2: Galina Ustvolskaya  (1919-2006) 
 
 Very little reliable documentation concerning Galina Ustvolskaya is available outside of 
Russia, and even less of it is in English. As a result, Elena Nalimova’s doctoral thesis, 
Demystifying Galina Ustvolskaya: Critical Examination and Performance Interpretation, has 
served as an incredibly valuable source for my research, especially since Nalimova conducted 
interviews with many people who were familiar with Ustvolskaya and her music.
1
 Further, 
Nalimova translated many resources which are currently only available in Russian and would 
otherwise have been inaccessible to me. 
 
Dubious Sources and the Myth of Ustvolskaya 
 Since the 1990s the primary source of information about Ustvolskaya in the West has 
been provided through Sikorski Music Publishers, her official publisher; there are very few 
primary sources available concerning her life. Victor Suslin, a composer and friend of 
Ustvolskaya, who began working at Sikorski in the 1980s, has written several articles about her.
2
 
Much information distributed about Ustvolskaya in the West has come directly through Suslin, 
who is known to be a biased source.  
 Ustvolskaya has made it clear that Olga Gladkova’s biography, Galina Ustvolskaya: 
Music as Obsession (currently unavailable in English) is the only acceptable source of 
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 Gladkova’s book claims that Ustvolskaya’s compositions constitute 
her biography, so one should look no further than the music to understand the composer.
4
 
However, the book contains a selective set of facts and is neither unbiased nor is it 
comprehensive; it presents Ustvolskaya as she wished to be perceived, rather than objective, 
factual information about her life.
5
 Nearly all the musicians interviewed by Nalimova agreed that 




 One of the few first-hand sources available in English about Ustvolskaya is her student 
Simon Bokman’s book, Variations On The Theme Galina Ustvolskaya.7 The book is not 
particularly well organized or edited and is just as much a collection of Bokman’s own thoughts 
and reflections on music, art, and life as it is a biography of his teacher. It is difficult to believe 
that all of Bokman’s memories of Ustvolskaya, particularly the conversations recorded between 
Ustvolskaya and her students, are accurate and impartial. Bokman is clearly in awe of his teacher, 
whom he describes as “possessing such unusually attractive creative energy and charm that made 
her influence almost hypnotic,”8 although he is not blind to her many inconsistencies. His 
testimony is ultimately useful in understanding how Ustvolskaya was perceived by those who 
admired her and her music. 
 The selective information provided by the composer, combined with the religious 
subtitles of her works and the strikingly unique quality of her music, have in some ways 
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transformed Ustvolskaya into more myth than person, especially outside the former Soviet Union. 
Nalimova summarizes this “Ustvolskaya myth” as follows: 
Ustvolskaya became known in the West as a reclusive, eccentric and relentlessly original 
person, a woman with a man’s brain, ‘the Lady with a Hammer’, who drove away 
admirers and slammed doors in the face of a TV documentary crew; who denounced 
performers of her music, and dismissed, as well as discouraged, any attempts at verbal 
interpretations of her works. …[The] composer herself was endowed with the title ‘the 
uncompromising prophet of nonconformity.’9 
 
… [S]he was seen as an uncompromising artist who deliberately rebelled against the 
Soviet establishment; a lonely ‘island’ in the ocean of twentieth century compositional 
trends; a self-sufficient, relentlessly original and stylistically isolated artist; … a 





While many aspects of the myth are indeed rooted in fact they are, for the most part, 
exaggerations of the truth. Nalimova contends that this warped perception of Ustvolskaya 
reflects a lack of information about the composer, and to some extent, outsiders’ 
misunderstanding of the Soviet Union as a whole.
11
 Several people, most notably Suslin, 
Gladkova, and Ustvolskaya herself, are responsible for disseminating an image of the composer 
which presents Ustvolskaya’s perception of herself rather than fact. For example, Ustvolskaya is 
often presented as a totally unique phenomenon with no musical precedents, as Suslin claims: 
“By remaining uncompromisingly true to herself and her musical ideals she has come to 
resemble a lonely rocky island in the ocean of twentieth-century compositional trends.”12 This is 
certainly how the composer wished to be perceived, and there is no doubt that Ustvolskaya’s 
music is unique and highly original. However, Ustvolskaya did compromise, as her large number 
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of Socialist Realist compositions proves, and several influences on her music have been 
identified. 
 Descriptions of Ustvolskaya’s music are often vague and contain more poetic imagery 
than concrete meaning; also common are statements describing Ustvolskaya’s music as 
indescribable or an expression of the ineffable. Gladkova’s book, for example, features many 
ethereal, nonspecific, and mystical descriptions of Ustvolskaya’s music.13 This passage from the 
Introduction of Bokman’s book offers an insight into her supporters’ understanding of 
Ustvolskaya and her music: 
Her music substantially differs from the music of the Avant-garde. Avant-garde music is 
a sensation, not because of what it is, but because of how it is made. Ustvolskaya’s music 
is a sensation of another kind. Her music is over saturated with emotion. She breaks 
aesthetic taboos no one has yet dared to break, and allows emotion into her music that no 
one before her has dared to reveal. This is her philosophy, and it is clear in her 
compositions – from the first piano sonata to the fifth symphony. But her music is not 
only that of frightful emotions. It is an attempt to more fully understand the world, a 
world that includes apparent forms and habitual feelings, but also something invisible, 




Boris Tishchenko, a former student of Ustvolskaya, describes her music as a result of her “self-
will, clarity,” and a refusal to use anyone’s musical ideas but her own.15 According to 
Tishchenko, her music contains “the maximum expression using the minimum of resources,” and 
he parrots his teacher’s statement that her music is not chamber music, because of the depth of 
meaning and expression it contains.
16
 Suslin has described Ustvolskaya’s music as “sculptural” 
rather than imagistic.
17
 Nalimova believes that by avoiding the act of describing Ustvolskaya’s 
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music concretely, and preferring instead to describe it in non-specific terms, these commenters 
were concealing the reality of Ustvolskaya’s life and music in an act of Soviet double-speak.18  
 Ustvolskaya has used her music as a means of inventing or reinventing herself. In 1990, 
Alexander Sanin put forward the idea that the best means of understanding Ustvolskaya is 
through her music rather than her biography.
19
 This idea evidently appealed to the composer, as 
it would be expanded upon in Gladkova’s book. This is perhaps why she focused so narrowly on 
one particular style over her whole career: Ustvolskaya wished to be understood in a single, 
uncompromising way, even if this was not always consistent with historical fact. 
  
Western perceptions 
 Roy Harris, an American composer visiting the Soviet Union in 1958, described 
Ustvolskaya’s Violin Sonata (1952) as “dissonant beginning to end” and “kind of ugly.”20 Her 
First Symphony, which set texts on the “joyless life of children in capitalist societies,” was 
performed at the 1966 Leningrad Spring Festival. Boris Schwarz, writing in 1972, described her 
as “a composer of strongly modern, though not dodecaphonic, leanings,” and described her 
Symphony as “a rather ascetic score which did not meet with unanimous approval.”21 In the 
1980s, Ustvolskaya’s music began to become better known internationally as her works began to 
be performed outside of the Soviet Union.
22
 Western critics in the 1990s attributed the originality 
and opaqueness of her music to its spirituality.
23
 Critical reception of Ustvolskaya’s music has 
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been mixed: while many see her as an independent musical force who stood up to and rejected 
Soviet oppression, her music has also been condemned as simply awful.
24
 
 Ustvolskaya’s obituary in the British periodical The Guardian is a typical representation 
of the composer as she is known in the West.
25
 The opening paragraph describes her in terms of 
her relationship with her teacher, Shostakovich, before describing her musical style. Even the 
subtitle of the article describes her as, “an enigmatic Russian composer and passionate associate 
of Shostakovich.”26 Outside of Russia, Ustvolskaya is primarily known as a student of 
Shostakovich, an association which irritated her. In his obituary of Ustvolskaya, Peter Grahame 
writes that her style is characterized by “unswerving severity and seriousness, presented in a 
predominantly harsh, hard-edged sound spectrum, eschewing the tonal gradations and pedalling 
subtleties of the best-loved piano music. It is bleak and compelling, neither typically avant garde 
nor minimalist; cathartic but never comfortable.”27 Although this is an apt description of her 
music, it is an incomplete understanding of Ustvolskaya the person. The composer may have 
believed that her works constituted her biography, but the meaning behind the already intense 
expression of Ustvolskaya’s music becomes clearer and more potent when her personal history 
and perspective on music is understood. 
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 There are few established facts concerning the life of Galina Ustvolskaya besides the 
dates of her birth, marriage, and death, and where she studied and taught. This situation is further 
complicated by the composer’s attempts to reconstruct her own history and a general tendency to 
conflate the composer’s persona with her music. Ustvolskaya’s own accounts of her life are 
sparse and their reliability is questionable, since they sometimes contradict information provided 
by others who knew her. Further, the composer has been known to contradict herself.
28
 The 
biographical details I present here have been compiled in consideration of the reliability of their 
sources. 
 According to Ustvolskaya, her father was a well-educated lawyer, the son of an important 
Orthodox priest, and her mother was a schoolteacher from a “noble,” but poor family; she had 
one sibling, a twin sister.
29
 Ustvolskaya was born in the city of St. Petersburg (then Petrograd) 
and lived most of her life there. She remembered feeling lonely, isolated, and misunderstood by 
her parents as a child.
30
 Beginning in 1926 she attended Leningrad Choral College, studying 
cello and composition. The originality of Ustvolskaya’s compositions was recognized early in 
her education.
31
 From 1937-1939, she studied at the Professional School of Music, the college 
attached to the Leningrad Conservatory, and then entered the Leningrad Conservatory, where she 
studied with Shostakovich.
32
 As a student of Shostakovich and other modernist composers at the 
conservatory, Ustvolskaya would have been exposed to the music of Western composers such as 
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 Nalimova, “Demystifying Galina Ustvolskaya,” 221. 
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Stravinsky, Mahler, Bartok, Milhaud, and Hindemith.
33
 Her studies were interrupted by the 
Leningrad blockade; according to one source, Ustvolskaya spent the war working in a military 
hospital.
34
 Her 1949 clarinet trio is dedicated to “the memory of her friends killed during the 
years of German fascism and war.”35 The composer’s experiences during the Second World War 
are rarely commented upon, and Ustvolskaya almost never discussed her experiences during the 
war publicly, but it is difficult to imagine that living through this particularly dark period of 
Russian history would not have had a significant impact on the composer. 
 Her studies with Shostakovich came to an abrupt end when he was dismissed from the 
Leningrad Conservatory due to accusations of formalism.
36
 Ustvolskaya became a member of the 
Composers’ Union soon after her graduation from the Leningrad Conservatory in 1947, at the 
height of the Zhdanov era.
37




 According to Sofia Khentova, Ustvolskaya was married to the composer Yuri Balkashin 
until 1960, when he died of suffocation.
39
 According to Ustvolskaya’s official website, however, 
they were not married but living together, and Balkashin died of epilepsy.
40
 Ustvolskaya 
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proposed marriage to her husband Konstantin Bagrenin in 1966: she was 47 and he was 24.
41
 
Bagrenin acted as her manager until her death in 2006. 
 In 2004 Ustvolskaya reflected upon her life: “Given a second chance, I would not have 
changed anything; I feel I have lived my life very righteously.”42 
 
Ustvolskaya and Shostakovich 
 Ustvolskaya’s opinion on Shostakovich changed drastically between the 1970s and 1990s. 
In a 1977 interview, she described their relationship: Shostakovich admired Ustvolskaya a great 
deal, she respected him as a person, and their friendship lasted for about 14 years.
43
 According to 
Suslin, Shostakovich rarely praised his students, so his admiration of Ustvolskaya’s music is 
particularly meaningful.
44
 Further, according to Ustvolskaya, she was accepted into his 
composition class “… despite the rumour that Shostakovich usually does not accept young 
women in his class, as he does not believe in their creative abilities.”45 But later, in her 1994  
note, Thoughts on the Creative Process, Ustvolskaya wrote: 
Never, even at the time of my studies at the Conservatoire under Shostakovich, did I like 
either his music or him as a person. To put it more harshly, I always strongly rejected his 
music, and sadly, his personal characteristics only reinforced my negative attitude 
towards him and his music…he burdened me and killed my best feelings.46 
 
Similarly, in a 2004 interview, Ustvolskaya said of her teacher: “I did not find his lessons 
interesting, neither did I like his music.”47 Her student Simon Bokman has many memories of his 
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teacher criticizing Shostakovich, including this particularly vivid illustration of Ustvolskaya’s 
contempt of her former teacher: 
Ustvolskaya told me how, when she learned that Shostakovich had joined the Party, she 
tore his portrait into pieces (Shostakovich’s present to her) and flushed it down the toilet. 
‘So, perhaps he believes in it,’ I suggested. ‘That’s right! He is an old man now…and 
believes in all that!...’48 
  
The veracity of this anecdote is questionable: Shostakovich joined the Party in 1960, and 
Ustvolskaya said in the 1977 interview that she and Shostakovich remained friends until 1962.
49
 
However, it demonstrates the extent to which Ustvolskaya disdained her former teacher, and 
wanted this disdain to be known. 
 In Elizabeth Wilson’s biography of Shostakovich, Ustvolskaya is frequently mentioned 
as being among Shostakovich’s close circle of friends.50 Ustvolskaya recalled her relationship 
with him in 1977: 
During the years of our friendship, Shostakovich wrote me many letters. There could 
have been even more of them if I had been more communicative and encouraging. His 
letters were excessively enthusiastic and passionate, my replies—too timid. … He told 
me: you are a phenomenon; I am a talent. Shostakovich was easily excitable: once he told 
me that our friendship made him a better person. However, despite that, he never helped 
me in publishing my works, and never assisted in furthering their performances. I have 




The relationship between Ustvolskaya and Shostakovich has been the subject of much 
speculation. It is frequently claimed that their relationship was romantic, but there is no 
documented evidence of this.
52
 It appears to be fact that Shostakovich proposed marriage to her 
after the death of his first wife, but Ustvolskaya refused him. According to Suslin, who claims to 
have heard the story directly from Ustvolskaya, Shostakovich’s marriage proposal consisted of 
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bringing Ustvolskaya to his apartment and introducing her to his children as his new wife; this 
was understandably upsetting to Ustvolskaya, who left without making an answer.
53
 The exact 
nature of the relationship between Ustvolskaya and Shostakovich may never be known. It is 
evident that Shostakovich had an excessive amount of admiration for his student, which she did 
not reciprocate. Ustvolskaya would publicly condemn Shostakovich and his music for the rest of 
her life, although her negative attitude towards Shostakovich is not unique among younger 
generations of musicians in the Soviet Union. A number of Shostakovich’s manuscripts were in 
Ustvolskaya’s possession until 2000.54 Shostakovich’s quotations of her music, about which 
much has been written, suggest that he would continue to respect her as a composer.
55
 According 
to Bagrenin, Ustvolskaya was very upset when she was portrayed in the West as one of 
Shostakovich’s most gifted female students. He recounts her as saying: “I am an old woman of 
eighty-five and he [Shostakovich] is still holding me by the hand.”56 
 
Personality 
 Ustvolskaya’s personality is often conflated with the severe aesthetic of her music. 
Nalimova conducted interviews with many who knew Ustvolskaya personally, and their 
memories of her are varied and sometimes contradictory, illustrating the complexity of her 
persona. Everyone interviewed agreed that she and her music were extraordinary and unusual, 
and that Ustvolskaya saw herself as singular. While Ustvolskaya became something of a recluse 
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later in life, she was remembered by many as “a very strong-willed, opinionated person,” and a 
person “who possessed a great deal of self-worth and above all, valued her independence, both 
personal and creative.”57 Rostropovich described Ustvolskaya as a “shy and exceptionally 
beautiful woman.”58 The musicologist Ekaterina Ruch’evskaya, who attended the Leningrad 
Conservatory with Ustvolskaya, remembers her as a confident and talented student, and 
confirmed that even then Ustvolskaya saw herself and her music as unique phenomena and 
disapproved of musicological analysis of her music.
59
  
 Bokman’s account of his teacher draws a portrait of a woman who was knowledgeable 
about art and literature, confident in her own compositional skill, often bitingly sarcastic, and in 
possession of very strong, although not entirely consistent, opinions about music and art. 
Ustvolskaya’s opinions of people also tended to be inconsistent. For example, the preferred 
performer of her piano music was initially the St. Petersburg musician Oleg Malov, but 
sometime in the early 1990s her preference switched to Reinbert de Leeuw.
60
 Her changeable 
opinions of the performers of her music and the stringent demands she made of them made her 
an unpopular figure in many musical circles. Ruch’evskaya recalls Ustvolskaya as a student: 
“She was never a dark negative person as her music might suggest: on the contrary, she had a 
great sense of humour and always found something to laugh at, although her comments were 
often ironic and could be rather hurtful.”61 According to several of her students, Ustvolskaya 
enjoyed irritating people for her own amusement and was generally disrespectful of authority.
62
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Kirill Novikov, who was both a family friend and student of Ustvolskaya, remembered 
Ustvolskaya being civil, but not friendly, with her mother and sister, and believed her tendency 
to break rules was a result of an authoritarian upbringing.
63
 Although she described her music as 
spiritual and used religious subtitles for many of her works, she did not practice any formal 
religion or attend church. 
 
Ustvolskaya as Pedagogue 
 According to Nalimova, all of Ustvolskaya’s students remember her fondly, and spoke of 
her “with respect bordering on worship.”64 Her students were mostly young men, and according 
to several people, admiration for their teacher was common among Ustvolskaya’s male 
students.
65
 Several of them spoke of their infatuation with her in their teenage years. Boris 
Tishchenko described his first memories of his teacher when he began studying with her in 1954: 
“She was then young and beautiful, full of energy, very strict, and always categorical in her 
views. I, on the contrary, was a snotty silly teenager.”66  Her student Sergey Banevich 
remembers Ustvolskaya as “very beautiful and very talented, and I loved her with that first 
platonic teenage love. I hardly studied in those days: I went to see her every day, and brought her 
some food and treats – I knew what she liked!”67  However, like Shostakovich, Ustvolskaya 
doubted the abilities of her female students.
68
 Bokman includes several anecdotes in his book 
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which recount Ustvolskaya mocking her female students—although she was often just as harsh 
to her male ones.
69
 
 Her teaching “method” primarily involved directing her students to think deeply about art, 
music, and aesthetics, rather than instruction in compositional technique.
70
 Ustvolskaya 
encouraged her students to explore their original musical ideas and discouraged her students 
from imitating or borrowing from other composers, including herself.
71
 Ustvolskaya taught her 
students about the music of Shostakovich, Mahler, and Stravinsky, and encouraged them to write 
polyphonically, but never showed her students her personal works.
72
 According to her students 
Vitaly Solov’ev and Kirill Novikov, Ustvolskaya was partial to the use of variations and Russian 
folk songs, and encouraged her students to compose on “Soviet subjects.”73 Interestingly, 
Ustvolskaya’s teaching style is very similar to the way she described that of Shostakovich. 
According to Ustvolskaya, Shostakovich believed that “the best course of studying is to 
experience everything by yourself.”74  
 Later in life Ustvolskaya downplayed her influence on the composers who studied with 
her, the most famous of whom is Boris Tishchenko. Ustvolskaya claimed that she only taught 
composition for the money and took no responsibility for her students’ success.75 Given the fact 
that Ustvolskaya wished to be seen as unique, it is likely that she denied her influence on her 
students because she disliked having her music compared to anyone else’s. Ruch’evskaya refutes 
Ustvolskaya’s claim that she only taught composition for financial reasons, since she was close 
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to many of her students.
 76
 However, Ustvolskaya quit teaching as soon as she reached the legal 
minimum retirement age of 55, which suggests that she did think of teaching as a financial 
necessity more than a passion.  
 
Career 
 Ustvolskaya possessed abundant compositional skill and was more than capable of 
writing music to please Soviet critics. Early in her career, Ustvolskaya wrote a large number of 
Socialist Realist works while privately writing pieces in her personal, experimental style.
77
 
Aspects of Ustvolskaya’s personal style, such as relentless repetition, the combination of unusual 
timbres, and intense expressivity, are audible in these Socialist Realist works.
78
 The Dream of 
Stepan Razin (1949) is one of Ustvolskaya’s only works that was approved by the state and 
remained in her official catalogue. Contemporary reviews of this piece praise her orchestration 
skills and ability to communicate an emotion or feeling, but it was criticized for being 
insufficiently heroic and optimistic, and portraying the hero too tragically.
79
 The following 1952 
excerpt from Arnold Sokhor’s article, “Young Composers of Leningrad,” is typical of Soviet 
music criticism of this period: 
In her student years, Ustvolskaya was under the strong influence of formalism, but life 
itself forced her to find ways to overcome those wrong influences. In the first drafts of 
her compositions about a Soviet worker-innovator, ‘A Man from a High Hill,’ 
Ustvolskaya did not show a correct understanding of how to write on a Soviet subject: 
her music portrayed the labour itself rather than a Soviet worker. However, with [some] 
friendly collegial help, Ustvolskaya managed to overcome these obstacles and improve 
her compositions. The final version still abounds in recitative-like melodies, and the 
overall structure is not monolithic enough. However, the work is highly commendable for 
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its subject matter – the glorification of a socialist labour, and for its melodic material 




This review in many ways articulates the Socialist Realist standard to which Soviet composers 
were expected to conform. Soviet music was supposed to glorify the ideal worker, preferably 
through the use of tuneful melodies, folk songs, and accessible musical language. Ustvolskaya 
was portrayed in Soviet publications as “a happy and artistically fulfilled Soviet composer,” 
which is a clear example of propaganda.
81
 Although Ustvolskaya encouraged her students to 
compose on Soviet subjects, and she herself composed Socialist Realist works, it is easy to 
believe her claim that she only did so out of necessity. 
 Although a relatively obscure figure in the West, Ustvolskaya was well-known as a 
composer in Russia.
82
 Gladkova’s book claims that Ustvolskaya was “virtually ignored” by 
musicians in Leningrad, but this is widely agreed to be false.
83
 Ustvolskaya’s music had acquired 
an appreciative audience by the 1970s, especially in Leningrad. Critics noted and praised her 
unique ascetic style and its extreme unornamented expressiveness.
84
 According to the composer 
Roman Ruditsa, Ustvolskaya and her influence “were an integral part of the Soviet musical 
atmosphere of Leningrad.”85 Ustvolskaya’s spiritual music was seen as a form of resistance by 
many young artists in Leningrad, who distributed and performed her music in secret.
86
 
According to Banevich, some followers of Ustvolskaya’s music went so far as to treat its 
performance as a quasi-religious experience.
87
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Ustvolskaya on Art and Music 
 It is difficult to talk about one’s own music ... my ability to compose music unfortunately 
does not coincide with the ability to write about it. There is, by the way, a commonly held 








My works are not, it is true, religious in a liturgical sense, but they are infused with a 
religious spirit, and to my mind they are best suited to performance in a church, without 
scholarly introductions and analyses. In the concert hall, that is, in secular surroundings, 




 In 1994 Ustvolskaya attempted to summarize her philosophy concerning her music in a 
short publication, Thoughts on the Creative Process.
91
 In this note, Ustvolskaya wrote about her 
disapproval of musicologists’ analyses of her music. She described her music as spiritual, rather 
than religious, and was adamant that her music is not chamber music, since it is “the fruit of [her] 
tormented life, devoted to creative work.” She believed she put her entire self into her works, and, 
in a direct jab at Shostakovich, expressed extreme doubt concerning composers who write large 
volumes of music, as they cannot be saying anything original or valuable in each new 
composition. The note ends with a sort of prayer: “I give all my might, begging God for help in 
my creative work; I have my creative work, I have my music, only mine!”92  
 Ustvolskaya disliked her music being pigeon-holed and assigned to categories. She 
viewed her music as being without precedents and totally removed from outside musical 
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influence; therefore, it should not be judged against existing stereotypes.
93
 Even though most of 
her music is written for small ensembles, Ustvolskaya made it very clear that none of her 
compositions should be categorized as “chamber music.” She believed this description 
inadequately conveyed the pain encoded in her music.
94
 Like many artists before her, 
Ustvolskaya disapproved of analysis of her works: “I believe, the art of music, or any other art 
for that matter, would cease to exist if everything was to be put into words and explained.”95 The 
composer had very specific artistic ideals concerning the performance of her music and readily 
communicated them, but refused to explain any aspect of her compositional method. She wrote 
in a 1994 letter to Victor Suslin that all her music had a “spiritual program,” and that she only 
wrote music when in a state of grace.
96
 In a 1995 interview Ustvolskaya said that she didn’t want 
her music labelled as religious—rather, she believed its source to be the “contact she feels with 
God.”97 She saw her music as non-denominational, although several of her later compositions 
have Latin subtitles associated with the Catholic church, and set texts by an eleventh-century 
Benedictine monk.  
 Ustvolskaya expected her editor and performers to approach her music with the same 
level of dedication that she did.
98
 In Ustvolskaya’s view, the performance of her music requires 
more than just playing the correct notes; it requires “a maximum of true understanding of the 
music.”99 It was of the utmost importance to the composer that her music be interpreted and 
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performed precisely as she intended. The omission of bar lines, for example, has a restrictive 
effect on the performer’s interpretation, since the absence of regular notation forces the 
performer to rely rigidly on the music’s pulse. This minimizes the extent to which the performer 
can individualize their interpretation of the music, which would have been the exact effect 
Ustvolskaya wished for her compositions. 
 Ustvolskaya’s attitude toward her music seems inconsistent and contradictory: she 
wanted her music to be understood, but she did not want it to be analyzed. For Ustvolskaya, the 
interpretation of her music is not meant to be done in words; a true interpretation of her music 
requires experiencing its live performance. She strongly disliked her music being compared to 
that of other composers; this viewpoint is consistent with her tendency to portray herself as 
singular and without precedents. Above all else, Ustvolskaya valued substance over style in 
musical composition; the meaning behind the music took precedence over the means of its 
expression.
100
 When asked in an interview, “What would you wish of a future composer?” 
Ustvolskaya replied, “to write with great talent and brevity.”101 This aesthetic preference is 
audible in all of her compositions. 
 
Musical Style 
 Ustvolskaya’s music evolved over time in ways which reflected artistic and cultural 
trends in the Soviet Union. She composed major Socialist Realist works while Stalin was in 
power into the 1960s. At the same time, she was writing more experimental works “for the 
drawer,” many of which would only be performed several years after they had been written. The 
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only Socialist Realist works included in her official works list are The Dream of Stepan Razin for 
baritone and orchestra (1949) and her Symphony No. 1 (1955). In the 1970s and 1980s, as 
artistic restrictions were being lifted, her music became overtly religious, utilizing religious texts 
and subtitles. Marian Lee notes that Ustvolskaya wrote her Soviet works very quickly, and her 
personal works much more slowly.
102
 This difference suggests that while Ustvolskaya had more 
than enough technical mastery to produce high-quality work in a short period of time, she was 
much more seriously dedicated to her personal music. 
 Ustvolskaya’s style is characterized by a steady quarter note pulse, omission of bar lines, 
asymmetric rhythmic structures, relentlessly repeating motives, dynamics ranging from pppp to 
fffff, unconventional combinations of instruments, and intense dissonance. She uses traditional 
compositional techniques such as imitation, transposition, retrograde, and inversion, but applies 
them to nontraditional material. Ustvolskaya tends to flatten pitches rather than using other 
accidentals as an aesthetic choice: this notation makes the music more difficult to read, as shown 
in Example 1 (see Appendix).
103
 Her early personal works often utilize doubling at the sixth or 
seventh; these intervals would turn into tone clusters in her later music, as we can see in 
Examples 2 and 3 (see Appendix).
104
 Although the nonconformist quality of Ustvolskaya’s 
music may lead some to label it avant-garde, Ustvolskaya was not a member of the avant-garde 
movement in the USSR.
105
 The Soviet avant-garde took a great deal of interest in the music of 
the West; it is difficult to imagine that Ustvolskaya, who sought to remove herself from any 
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outside influence, would have intentionally incorporated Western avant-garde techniques into 
her music.  
 Following her Piano Sonata No. 2 (1949), Ustvolskaya considered all of her works to be 
spiritual in nature, a viewpoint which can be interpreted as a form of private rebellion against the 
aesthetic of Socialist Realism and the atheist state. Significantly, this piece is the first in which 
she abandoned the use of bar lines. In interviews with Marian Lee, Ustvolskaya confirmed that 
her spiritual music was a form of protest, but later denied this claim.
106
 Her late works have 
religious subtitles, such as her Composition No. 2, Dies Irae, which is written for eight double 
basses, wooden cube, and piano. According to Oleg Malov, who premiered many of 
Ustvolskaya’s works, “the wooden cube was originally supposed to be an actual coffin, but 
Ustvolskaya was not satisfied with the quality of the sound and had a wooden cube built 
instead.”107 This suggests that Ustvolskaya had a specific symbolic message in her mind when 
composing, and that this symbolism was always secondary to the music. Ultimately, the sound 
quality mattered more than the theater. Her later symphonies set religious texts, including the 
Our Father and the writings of Hermannus Contractus, a paralyzed German Benedictine monk 
from the eleventh century. Symphony No. 2, True and Eternal Bliss, (1979) sets a text of only 
four words, “God,” “Eternity,” “Truth,” and “Bliss,” alongside occasional screams.108 
Ustvolskaya describes these screams in the score as, “A cry into the depths of the universe! 
Praying to God.” The cantor is also instructed to make certain gestures with his hands, including 
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raising them in prayer.
109
 In a 2005 documentary, Ustvolskaya described the role of the speaker 
in this work: 
He gets in a situation and sees no way out. …[He] falls with every step. In the piece itself 
there is no conversation. He keeps falling and asks God for help. He says: ‘Lord, Lord.’ 




The lonely voice seeking assistance from God and receiving no answer is a theme common to 
many of her works. The intensity and symbolism of this piece give it potent expression in its own 
right, but its message becomes all the more meaningful when considering its context. It is 
possible to interpret this work as Ustvolskaya portraying the hopelessness of an individual 
oppressed by the Soviet regime. 
 Suffering and physical pain are a central aspects of Ustvolskaya’s style. While the 
relentless quarter note rhythm that characterizes much of her music often gives it a meditative or 
trancelike quality, her music is anything but peaceful. Her use of dissonance, jarring dynamics, 
and unusual timbres make the music intentionally painful, both to hear and to perform; this pain 
encodes and actively conveys the music’s meaning. For example, in her Composition No. 2, Dies 
Irae, the technical demands made of the eight bassists force the performers to feel physical 
discomfort. The piece’s subtitle connects this physical pain to the judgement and wrath of God. 
Maria Cizmic argues that the pain induced by performing Ustvolskaya’s Sixth Piano Sonata, in 
which the pianist is instructed to hammer the keyboard with a fist or a forearm, is a means of 
validating real suffering (see Example 4 in Appendix).
111
 Further, Cizmic claims that this is a 
reflection of the trauma caused by the fall of Communism, as the history of the Soviet Union was 
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being rewritten to acknowledge the atrocities committed by the Soviet regime.
112
 Previously, 
Socialist Realism had acted to erase the dark side of Soviet life. Ustvolskaya’s music functioned 
as the antithesis of Socialist Realism, by forcing the performer and audience to confront 
something discomforting. Ustvolskaya’s music can be compared to an act of penance: the 
physical discomfort and pain encoded in her music could be seen as an offering to God and a 
plea for forgiveness. Here, too, the expression of her music becomes all the more potent when 
considering its context. Ustvolskaya’s music both embodies the suffering of humanity, while 
holding humanity responsible for its sins. 
 Even though Ustvolskaya and her followers have called her music a “lonely rocky island” 
comparable to no one else’s, several artistic precedents and influences on her music have been 
identified. The writings of Nikolai Gogol, one of Ustvolskaya’s favorite authors, are 
characterized by a direct and uncomfortable engagement with the dark side of everyday life.
113
 
Ustvolskaya’s music, particularly the physical pain associated with its performance, can be said 
to function similarly. In a 2004 interview, Ustvolskaya listed her favorite composers as Mahler, 
Stravinsky, and Bach.
114
 These composers, along with Mussorgsky and Shostakovich, are all 
frequently cited as influencing Ustvolskaya’s music or being precursors to it. While she actively 
sought to remove any trace of it, Shostakovich’s influence is audible in Ustvolskaya’s 
compositions.
115
 Official criticism of Ustvolskaya and Shostakovich condemned them for the 
same “incorrect” qualities: angular melodies, chromatic harmonies, and excessive repetition.116 
According to Boris Kats and Ian MacDonald, the “moral anger” portrayed in Ustvolskaya’s 
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music is one of the similarities her music shares with that of her teacher.
117
 This moral anger is 
particularly audible in Shostakovich’s late music and all of Ustvolskaya’s spiritual works. 
 Valentina Kholopova was one of the first musicologists to identify the ways in which 
Ustvolskaya’s ¼ time signature and steady quarter note rhythm organizes melodic material in a 
way similar to that of the Old Russian chant, znamenny raspev.
118
 In 1979, Kira Yuzhak 
identified Expressionism, Baroque polyphony, and chant as musical precursors to Ustvolskaya’s 
style.
119
 Ustvolskaya, unsurprisingly, was displeased with Yuzhak’s article.120 Simon Bokman 
claims that at some point after 1968 he “dared” to ask Ustvolskaya whether her notation had 
been inspired by znamenny raspev and he was told that it had not.
121
 According to Nalimova, the 
speechlike nature of Ustvolskaya’s music has its precedent in the music of Mussorgsky, who fit 
musical patterns to speech, rather than the other way around, thereby creating a recitative style 
which sounded natural rather than contrived.
122
 Mussorgsky’s use of irregular rhythm and meter, 
which anticipated musical trends in the twentieth century, was inspired by both natural speech 
patterns and Russian folk music. Ustvolskaya’s irregular phrase lengths, ¼ time signature, and 
omission of bar lines can trace their roots back to Mussorgsky, and even further back to Russian 
folk chant. Their music shares more than stylistic similarities: both Mussorgsky and Ustvolskaya 
rejected the Western avant-garde ideal of “art for art’s sake,” and both chose to write in a 
personal style rather than conform to the standards of the time. 
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Gender and Ustvolskaya’s Music 
This often-quoted passage is demonstrative of Ustvolskaya’s perspective on gender and music: 
“With regard to the Festival of Music by Women Composers I should like to say the 
following: Can a distinction really be made between music written by men and music 
written by women? If we now have Festivals of Music by Female Composers, would it 
not be right to have Festivals of Music by Male Composers? I am of the opinion that such 
a division should not be allowed to persist. We should only play music that is genuine 
and strong. If we are honest about it, a performance in a concert by women composers is 
a humiliation for the music. I hope very much that my comments will cause no offence – 
what I say comes from my innermost soul ...” 
 
Oleg Malov remembers Ustvolskaya saying when he met her in the 1970s, “I am not a 
woman.”123 According to both Konstantin Bagrenin and Oleg Malov, Ustvolskaya perceived 
herself as an artist, rather than a woman; she shunned domesticity, and Novikov remembered that 
she hated cooking.
124
 According to Nalimova, this was a rejection of Soviet gender roles. The 
ideal Soviet woman—an optimistic and subservient member of a socialist society—and 
Ustvolskaya’s ideal artist—a suffering individual whose art was original and indebted to no 
one—were simply incompatible.  
 Boris Tishchenko and Viktor Suslin have both described Ustvolskaya’s music as 
masculine and lacking any femininity; Suslin, in particular, associates its masculinity with a lack 
of the extraneous.
125
 Here we see, as we did with women composers such as Ethel Smyth in 
Chapter 1, femininity in music valued less than qualities associated with masculinity. Rachel 
Foulds argues that the characteristics of Ustvolskaya’s music belong almost exclusively to the 
masculine category, to the extent that her music is not just masculine, but the antithesis of 
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 Further, Foulds believes, this rejection of femininity in her music is a rejection of 
her role as a Soviet woman, and to some extent a rejection of her teacher and his influence over 
her.
127
 It is possible that Ustvolskaya wasn’t rejecting femininity in her music in and of itself, but 
rather rejected the limiting role imposed on her as a woman by the Soviet state. The qualities she 
prized in music—originality, strength, and concision—do tend to be aligned with masculinity, 
and Ustvolskaya was likely aware of this gendered association. However, given that Ustvolskaya 
disliked having her music analyzed in the terms used by traditional musicology, it is doubtful 
whether she intentionally characterized her music with regard to gender.  
 Interestingly, all but one of Ustvolskaya’s vocal parts are written for male voices or 
narrators.
128
 Male composers have often impersonated or appropriated female characters when 
writing for women’s voices; Foulds draws a parallel to Ustvolskaya’s use of male voices, 
suggesting that Ustvolskaya is appropriating the male voice in an effort to establish her own 
agency.
129
 There is only one female vocal part in her official oeuvre, in Symphony No. 4, Prayer. 
In this work, a setting of a text by Hermannus Contractus, the contralto’s voice offers a prayer 
from the individual to God:  
Mighty God, 
True Lord, 
Father of eternal life, 
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This creates a unique dichotomy in Ustvolskaya’s music in which the masculine is collective and 
the feminine is individual. It is more typical for the solitary voice to be aligned with maleness, 
while a sense of interconnectedness is associated with womanhood. Foulds interprets the 
contralto’s voice as representing that of Ustvolskaya herself: 
With her female cantor representing her own voice, the male voice, therefore, adopts the 
expression of all humanity. By presenting Man in this fashion, Ustvolskaya places ‘the 
male’ as a universal representation of humanity’s sin: the male cantor pleads to a 
merciless God for redemption on behalf of all humanity. As a result, she embraces the 
conventional concept of the male ‘predator’ and the female ‘conscience’ and 





In Ustvolskaya’s music, “man” is used to represent all of humanity and is therefore responsible 
for all of humanity’s sins: the violence, aggression, and pain in her music can be read as the 
punishing wrath of God. We might interpret this as misanthropy rather than misandry on 
Ustvolskaya’s part. Rather than condemning the masculine or feminine, she condemns humanity 
as a whole, as Foulds explains: “Perhaps Ustvolskaya’s approach is ultimately a denunciation of 
Mankind and its culturally imposed values, reinforcing Ustvolskaya’s personal and constant 
assertion through her overtly spiritual music her earthly focus should constantly remain upon the 
very opposite of man: God.”131 Victor Suslin reads a similar narrative into several of 
Ustvolskaya’s other works. He interprets her Third Symphony, subtitled Jesus, Messiah, Save 
Us! (1983) as a prayer to God for forgiveness for humanity’s sins, in particular the atrocities 
committed by the Soviet Union in the twentieth century.
132
 
 The image of a lone female voice in a universally male world is a vivid metaphor for the 
woman composer in general, and the interpretation of the contralto’s voice in her Symphony No. 
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4 as a representation of the composer is consistent with Ustvolskaya’s perception of herself as a 
singular phenomenon. Foulds claims that Ustvolskaya’s rejection of her femininity is unique 
among Soviet women composers, such as Sofia Gubaidulina and Frangiz Ali-zadeh, who deal 
with gender more overtly in their music.
133
 However, it is not unique among women composers 
in the West, some of whom, as Halstead notes, disliked being labeled as women composers 
because it drew attention to their gender, which put them at a disadvantage. As a result, they 
preferred not to associate themselves with other women, as we have seen with Ustvolskaya. 
Indeed, Ustvolskaya was aware that she had to overcome Shostakovich’s bias against female 
students in order to enter his composition class. Ustvolskaya’s perspective on festivals of women 
composers is illuminating in this regard. The fact that she believes only music which is “genuine 
and strong” should be performed, and that she believes this type of music to be at odds with 
music of women composers, suggests that Ustvolskaya is among the women composers 
described by Halstead.  However, given Ustvolskaya’s clear distaste for having her music 
compared to anyone else’s, it is also likely that she saw herself as separate from, or even superior 
to, all other composers, male or female: Nalimova suggests that she saw herself as “superhuman,” 





 Ustvolskaya wished to be seen as singular from the very beginning, and indeed, it is 
difficult to assign her music to categories or find examples of music which resemble hers in a 
direct way. We can interpret her desire to prove her uniqueness in several possible ways: as a 
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rejection of collectivization; rebellion against Soviet gender roles; a denial of her former teacher; 
or personal aesthetic preference. Although she wanted to be understood as entirely unique and 
without precedent, Ustvolskaya inherited and continued a rich tradition of Russian music.  
 Ustvolskaya possessed a high level of technical mastery as a composer, in part because of 
the high level of musical education she was able to access. She still experienced bias on account 
of her gender, but this was not enough to impede her from becoming a successful composer.  
Ustvolskaya did not embrace femininity in her life or in her music; she saw herself as an artist, 
rather than as the ideal, domestic Soviet woman, and her discomforting, severe musical style is 
entirely antithetical to the traditional nineteenth-century concept of light, pleasing “women’s 
music.” Ustvolskaya was much more preoccupied with her music’s spiritual content than with 
gender in her compositional process.   
 In an act of double-speak, she wrote in her personal style while at the same time 
publishing Socialist Realist works, which she would later deny. This was a survival mechanism 
for Ustvolskaya at a time when the public performance of her spiritual music might have been 
dangerous. Ustvolskaya was beginning her career as a composer in the midst of the Zhdanov era, 
having recently watched her teacher be dismissed from his position for writing formalist music. 
She understood the potential risks of publishing music which might be condemned by the state. 
 Ustvolskaya exerted total control over her spiritual music and attempted to rewrite her 
own history in an effort to make herself appear more consistent with her perception of an ideal 
artist: a lonely, uncompromising individual who suffered for their art. In doing so, she imitated 
the actions of the Soviet government she despised, which exerted ideological control over many 
aspects of its citizens’ lives and erased its tragedies and crimes from its own history. According 
to Malov, Ustvolskaya was both a “frightened victim trapped in a Soviet socialist machine” and 
65 
 
“a totalitarian Dictator” who accepted no outside interpretations of her music.135 Paradoxically, 
she sought freedom and independence in her constrictive music. 
 Above all else, spirituality and individuality stand at the center of Ustvolskaya’s music. 
She intended to communicate something deeply personal through her music: 
My work is not religious, but it is definitely spiritual, because I put everything into my 
work. My soul, my heart, everything I had in me I used for my work.
136
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Chapter 3: Sofia Gubaidulina (b. 1931) 
 
Biographical 
 Born to a Tatar father and a Russian mother in 1931, Sofia Gubaidulina often credits her 
ability to connect ideas from East and West to her multiethnic heritage. Her paternal grandfather 
was a highly educated progressive Muslim imam who actively promoted the education of 
Muslim girls.
1
 Gubaidulina’s father, who inherited his father’s intelligence, was a geodetic 
engineer; her mother was a schoolteacher.
2
 Gubaidulina spent most of her childhood in Kazan, a 
city known for its mixture of cultures.
3
 She demonstrated musical talent as a young girl and 
began piano lessons at the Children’s Music School at the age of five. The composer remembers 
being frustrated by the simple student pieces she was given to learn: she wanted to explore the 
whole register of the piano, and even experimented with putting small objects between the piano 
strings in order to create new sounds. In an interesting example of convergent evolution, John 
Cage was doing similar experiments with prepared pianos in the United States around the same 
time. Later, as a conservatory student, Gubaidulina would study Cage’s music in secret; the two 
composers finally met in 1988. Gubaidulina’s childhood experimentation with piano timbres 
marked the beginning of her compositional aspirations.
4
  
 Gubaidulina studied at the Kazan Conservatory from 1949 to 1954. Initially enrolled as a 
piano student, she soon began to study composition under Albert Leman. She showed 
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exceptional promise both as a performer and a composer, but felt that she had to choose one over 
the other: she found that she couldn’t focus on piano and composition simultaneously.5 Having 
chosen to focus her career on composition, Gubaidulina studied at the Moscow Conservatory 
from 1954 to 1959. She began her studies with Yury Shaporin, but this situation proved mutually 
disappointing. She soon switched to study with a former assistant of Shostakovich, Nikolai Peiko, 
who was known for being particularly hard on his students.
6
 Gubaidulina interacted with 
Shostakovich several times while a student, and had a great deal of respect for him. In a meeting 
with him to discuss her compositions, Shostakovich gave her some advice which would prove to 
have a significant impact on the budding composer: 
…what struck me most was [Shostakovich’s] parting phrase: ‘Be yourself. Don’t be 
afraid of being yourself. My wish for you is that you should continue on your own, 
incorrect way.’  
 
One phrase said to a young person at the right moment can affect the rest of his or her life. 
I am infinitely grateful to Shostakovich for those words. I needed them at that moment, 
and felt fortified by them to such an extent that I feared nothing, any failure or criticism 




In a 1992 interview Peiko recounted an argument between members of Gubaidulina’s doctoral 
examination committee, which was headed by Shostakovich. Several members of the committee, 
including Shaporin, believed her First Symphony to be too formalist to qualify for the highest 
possible score of 5. Shostakovich maintained that Gubaidulina deserved the top score, which she 
was subsequently awarded.
8
 Gubaidulina and many other members of her generation were 
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shocked and disappointed  when Shostakovich joined the Party in 1960.
9
 In contrast to 
Ustvolskaya, however, Gubaidulina did not condemn Shostakovich for his decision: 
…the circumstances he lived under were unbearably cruel, more than anyone should have 
to endure. He had overcome the most important trials, but when he allowed himself to 
relax, he succumbed to weakness. But I accept him, for I see him as pain personified, the 




Later, in her compositional career, she felt the need to distance herself from his influence, as did 
many other composers of her generation. This did not represent a condemnation of Shostakovich 
or his music. She wished to develop her own compositional style, instead of simply imitating that 
of one of the most influential musical figures in the Soviet Union.   
 Gubaidulina married geology student and poet Mark Liando in 1956. Their daughter, 
Nadia, was born in November of 1959, soon after Gubaidulina finished her postgraduate 
examinations.
11
 Gubaidulina stopped composing for almost a year after her daughter was born. 
This was a dark period for the composer: she felt that the demands of motherhood, combined 
with the difficulties of financial distress, drained her of her creativity and separated her from the 
music she loved. In 1960, Gubaidulina made the decision to have her daughter raised by her 
grandparents so that she could return to her composition work; Nadia would come to live with 
her mother again when she was a teenager.
12
 Gubaidulina’s marriage to Liando dissolved into 
mutual friendship in the following years, finally ending in divorce.
13
 She married a dissident 
friend of Liando, Nikolai Bokov, in 1963; that marriage ended in 1972. While they were married, 
Bokov copied and distributed a large number of banned and unofficial publications, works by 
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writers such as Akhmatova and Avtorkhanov, from their apartment in Moscow. Gubaidulina 
discussed her experiences growing up with government censorship in an interview with 
Elizabeth Wilson: 
We grew up at a time when everything around us became one unending question. We 
were obsessed with asking questions, because at the time there was a complete absence of 
information about everything from politics to art. The crude attacks on literature and 
music that appeared in our press were utterly bewildering. One day you’re in love with a 
story by Zoshchenko or Akhmatova; then suddenly they’re proclaimed ‘bad’ and 
‘terrible’, and their works are aggressively attacked in all the major newspapers.14 
 
Gubaidulina, and many other members of her generation, would not let the government prevent 
them from obtaining forbidden publications. She had at least one such forbidden manuscript in 
her possession when her apartment was raided by the KGB in 1974; if it had been discovered, 
she would have faced imprisonment.
15
 Among the banned works she was able to access were 
those of the religious philosopher Nikolai Berdiaev, whose writings about creative freedom and 
religion would have a significant impact on her perspectives on music.
16
 
 It was while she was an undergraduate that Gubaidulina first became exposed to Western 
avant-garde music, even though the study of Western music was officially discouraged by the 
government.
17
 By the time she entered graduate school in 1954, the restrictions on music had 
lifted somewhat, so that conservatory students could access the music of certain composers, such 
as Stravinsky and Hindemith, whose music had previously been banned.
18
 Gubaidulina began 
studying Western music more seriously in the 1960s. While most of this music was still officially 
suppressed, scores could be acquired in secret, and Gubaidulina was one of the many young 
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composers eager to learn what was going on in the musical world outside the Soviet Union.
19
 In 
the 1960s Gubaidulina applied to travel to the Warsaw Autumn Music Festival, one of the few 
opportunities for composers within the Soviet Union to interact with and hear the music of their 
Western counterparts. The Moscow Composers Union, which had decided that her music was 
heading in an “incorrect” direction, initially denied her requests to travel to the festival.20 
Gubaidulina was finally permitted to attend in 1970.   
 Soviet composers had few options: they could totally conform to the standards of the 
state; write deceptively subversive music which appeared to conform to these standards, as 
Shostakovich was famous for doing; or write music without the state’s approval and risk being 
ignored or condemned by the government.
21
 Gubaidulina chose the latter route. Early in her 
career as a composer she began to establish a unique voice for herself, breaking away from the 
Socialist Realist works she had written as a student and experimenting with a style that risked 
being condemned by the Composers’ Union.22 By 1963 she was able to support herself as a 
freelance composer, especially of film music. Since she refused to compose for the Party, 
however, her opportunities for paid composition work were limited. As a result, she struggled 
financially into the 1980s.
23
 In the early 1970s, Gubaidulina was considered more of a joke than 
a threat by the leadership of the Composer’s Union, and so was for the most part ignored. In 
1979, however, Gubaidulina, along with Elena Firsova, Dmitri Smirnov, Alexander Knaifel, 
Victor Suslin, Viacheslav Artyomov, and Edison Denisov, were blacklisted by the Composer’s 
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Union, at that time headed by Tikhon Khrennikov. This group of composers, known as the 
“Khrennikov Seven,” were reprimanded for allowing their nonconformist music to be performed 
outside of the Soviet Union.
24
 While these composers were publicly disgraced, and found it more 
difficult to travel in the following years, this blacklisting was not nearly as dangerous as such 
condemnations were for composers like Shostakovich in the 1930s and 1940s. This setback, 
although it did strain several of her personal relationships, did not discourage Gubaidulina from 
composing how she wished; in the following year she would write one of her most successful 
pieces, her violin concerto, Offertorium.
25
 
 In 1975, Gubaidulina, Artyomov, and Suslin began experimenting with group 
improvisations using instruments from a variety of world music traditions.
26
 They soon began 
performing together under the name Astraea. Their public performances were largely limited to 
smaller, private settings, since the unpredictable nature of the improvisations was considered 
dangerous. This free experimentation would have a significant impact on the music of all three 
composers.
27
 They used these improvisations to experiment not only with a wide range of 
instruments, but also with a wide variety of sound production; both have become hallmarks of 
Gubaidulina’s style. 
 For Gubaidulina, music and spirituality have always been connected. Any form of 
religious expression was subversive and dangerous under the Soviet regime, but Gubaidulina 
remembers praying and having feelings of spirituality before ever having been exposed to any 
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 Gubaidulina sees religion as the means by which the soul is reconnected with 
God. For her, breaking this connection causes great pain, but the connection can be restored 
through art.
29
 Catholic, Orthodox, Muslim, and Eastern religious traditions have all significantly 
influenced Gubaidulina’s understanding of spirituality and religion. Gubaidulina’s religiosity is 
not unique among Soviet artists, many of whom used art as a means of reconnecting with a 
religious past in the face of state-enforced atheism.
30
 However, Gubaidulina began writing 
spiritual works before  the 1980s, when cultural restrictions were lifted to the extent that 
explicitly religious art was no longer considered dangerous. Although she considers all her works 
religious, her 1970 chamber piece Concordanza is the first work in which Gubaidulina 
incorporated clear religious symbolism. Legato playing and soft violin harmonics represent 
concord or harmony; its opposite, discord, is communicated through pizzicato, staccato, and trills. 
In Gubaidulina’s music, religion and legato are closely related concepts, as both derive from 
Latin terms which mean “to bind” or “to connect.” Similarly, in Stupeni (1973), her first major 
orchestral work, gradual downward motion and tone color transformations within the orchestra 
represent a descent through life into death, which is ultimately revealed to be a rebirth.
31
 In this 
piece, Gubaidulina used musical symbols to portray one of the majors tenets of the Christian 
faith.  
 In the early 1980s Pyotr Meshchaninov had proposed that the Fibonacci series serves the 
same function to rhythm that the overtone series does to pitch, where “rhythm” not only refers to 
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a tempo, but to overall form.
32
 Working with Meshchaninov, whom she married in 1991, 
Gubaidulina began to develop a compositional method based around the Fibonacci series. The 
first piece in which she utilizes this method is her chamber work, Perception (1983).
33
 
Gubaidulina has incorporated the symbolic use of numbers in many of her pieces written since 
then. 
 Gubaidulina’s spirituality and religiosity, combined with the avant-garde nature of her 
music, initially prevented her from being widely known in the Soviet Union.
34
 However, she was 
widely respected among those who were aware of her music.
35
 In the 1980s Gubaidulina began 
to travel outside the Soviet Union, and in 1992 she emigrated to Germany, where she currently 
lives. Since the 1990s Gubaidulina has won several international awards, including the 
Koussevitzky Prize, the State Prize of Russia, the Kulturpreis des Kreises Pinneberg, and Japan’s 
Praemium Imperiale, not to mention honorary doctorates from the University of Chicago and 
Yale University.
36
 She has been extremely prolific: her current oeuvre includes more than 200 
works. Her earlier works were mostly chamber pieces, in part because it would have been so 
difficult for an unofficial composer to get music for large ensembles performed. Her more recent 
works include large scale pieces for combinations of chorus and orchestra. Gubaidulina has 
experienced tragedy in recent years with the losses of her husband, daughter, and close friend, 
Victor Suslin in 2012. She is still actively producing compositions and is widely recognized as 
one of the world’s greatest living composers. 
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Gubaidulina, Gender, and Music 
 When Gubaidulina was first permitted to travel to the West, she was approached not only 
by journalists interested in her music, but also by women composers who were eager to meet 
another female colleague.
37
 She was at first somewhat confused by associations and festivals 
formed by and for women composers. The Soviet Union, which claimed to be an egalitarian 
society, had no such groups. Michael Kurtz, Gubaidulina’s biographer, claims that Gubaidulina 
was never oppressed due to her gender, a statement the composer has generally agreed with in 
interviews.
38
 While she may not have been officially excluded or repressed because she was a 
woman, the amount of commentary involving her gender reveals that her gender had a 
significant impact on the way she was perceived and treated. 
 Kurtz’s biography features a foreword by the cellist Mstislav Rostropovich, for whom 
Gubaidulina wrote her cello concerto Canticle of the Sun (1997). He describes his first meeting 
with the composer: “This slender and beautiful Tatar woman is phenomenally gifted, and even 
then…it was clear to me that she would have a splendid career.” This comment on her 
appearance, as well as her compositional skill, is not unique: Gubaidulina’s composition teacher 
at the Kazan conservatory remembered Gubaidulina as “an extremely intelligent and gifted and 
also very beautiful student.”39 Kurtz himself frequently uses “feminine” in descriptions of 
Gubaidulina and her music. Kurtz suggests, for example, that Gubaidulina’s femininity is the 
reason she experimented with twelve-tone serialism several years later than many of her peers: 
“…given her more delicate and sensitive feminine nature, she works more slowly than her male 
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colleagues….Her reservoir of strength runs dry more quickly.”40 The composer supplies a 
different reason for never having embraced the technique: she felt dodecaphony was already 
fully realized by the time she began to study it, so sought to move beyond it.
41
 In another 
example of Kurtz’s use of gendered language, he describes Gubaidulina’s artistic process: 
Openness and receptiveness … have been an important feminine aspect of Gubaidulina’s 
personality. Every viable suggestion undergoes a period of gestation to test its merit; then 




The metaphor associating Gubaidulina’s compositional process with pregnancy and birth is 
clear; that this language would be used in the description of a male composer’s work is doubtful. 
Ulrich Eckardt, the former cultural director of the Berlin Festspiele, said of her in a 1997 
interview: “I consider her the most significant and original composer of our time—taking into 
account all her male colleagues.”43 Alfred Schnittke, perhaps the most famous member of the 
Soviet avant-garde, sees Gubaidulina as having a male soul in accordance with Carl Jung’s 
psychological theory. For Schnittke, to be a creator is to be a moralist, and to struggle with moral 
questions requires “male fortitude.”44 His commentary on Gubaidulina’s compositional skill, 
however, makes no mention of her gender. 
 Gubaidulina does not believe she was discriminated against by the government because 
she was a woman, but because she did not write music which conformed to the ideology of 
Socialist Realism.
45
 In a 1984 interview, however, Gubaidulina expressed doubt that women 
composers were equally respected in the Soviet Union, even if women were equally represented 
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 It appears that, for Gubaidulina, the avant-garde nature of her music posed more of a 
problem than her gender, but she was not unaware of the ways in which women faced bias in the 
Soviet Union.  
 
Gubaidulina on Gender 
 Gubaidulina’s understanding of the concepts of masculinity and femininity is intricate 
and complex. She has frequently and openly discussed her perspective on the topic of gender and 
music. In a 1992 interview, Gubaidulina described her understanding of the differences between 
men and women: 
I am convinced that male and female consciousness are two quite different things. But 
that is complicated by the fact that no person is either purely a man or purely a woman. 
… Within myself, I sense a very distinct femininity.47 
 
Gubaidulina goes on to explain how she associates femininity with verticality and multilevel 
thought, and masculinity with horizontal, linear thought. For her, the only way she can 
communicate clearly is to transform the most important “vertical” levels of thought into 
horizontal thought. Gubaidulina remembers having a great deal of difficulty expressing all of her 
simultaneous levels of thought when she was young, but as she matured, she learned to articulate 
a single level at a time. She describes this process of translating her vertical consciousness into 
horizontal meaning as painful, and believes that men, with naturally more organized minds, do 
not experience this pain when articulating their thoughts: “My consciousness contains much 
darkness…Men’s thinking, on the other hand, is bright, logical, and very clear.”48  Interestingly, 
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this is very similar to the way she describes the whole process of music-making. In 
Gubaidulina’s view, the composer of a piece envisions it in “vertical,” or eternal, divine time, but 
must translate it into “horizontal” real clock time in order to write it down; the performer, given 
the “horizontal” written music, ideally transforms it back into its “vertical” essence.49 
Gubaidulina’s response to an interview question about writing film music further elucidates her 
perspective on masculinity and femininity in music: “Working for films is a nerve-wracking job, 
better suited to a man or for thick-skinned people. When I write for films, I feel very different 
from a man; yet when I write my own music, there is no sense of gender involved.”50 It appears 
that Gubaidulina perceives composition to be somewhat easier for men, both because of 
differences between how men and women think, and because they tend to be more “thick-
skinned.” However, she does not believe that the differences between men and women preclude 
women from composing, as evidenced by her own pursuit of a compositional career. 
 It is significant that Gubaidulina sees male and female as fundamentally different 
concepts, but also sees them as being able to coexist within the same single person. In contrast to 
the Romantics, she does not assign masculinity and femininity different values; she simply sees 
them as opposites. In her music, Gubaidulina actively engages with the concepts of masculinity 
and femininity as a natural extension of her use of opposites and symbolism. As we saw in 
Chapter 1, an ability to connect with both masculinity and femininity is associated with greater 
creativity. Gubaidulina freely uses all the compositional tools and musical ideas available to her, 
disregarding whether they have traditionally been considered appropriate for her sex. 
Gubaidulina does not ignore gender in her music, but at the same time, she does not allow her 
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gender to put limits on her creativity. Instead, she embraces gender as a means of incorporating 
symbolic meaning into her music. 
 Hour of the Soul (1976) is an illustrative example of Gubaidulina’s use of gender in 
music. The work, which is frequently labeled a percussion concerto, prominently features solo 
percussion and a solo mezzo-soprano. The text consists of a selection of poetry by Marina 
Tsvetaeva, to whom Gubaidulina feels a close connection; Tsvetaeva committed suicide in 
Elabuga, a town very near Gubaidulina’s birthplace of Christopol.51 Partially inspired by 
Schnittke’s use of polystylism in his Symphony No. 1, Hour of the Soul combines an aleatoric 
use of percussion with patriotic and popular songs; the destructive clash of these two forces 
drives the work (see Examples 5-7 in Appendix).
52
 The “masculine” percussion represents the 
poet’s soul, and the trivial material represents the vulgarity and oppression of the Soviet state. In 
Gubaidulina’s view, Tsvetaeva repressed her femininity; indeed, Tsvetaeva wrote in one of her 
poems, “The place of women does not appeal to me!”53 The poet’s femininity is symbolized by 
the mezzo-soprano, who hides in the orchestra for most of the piece and appears only in its coda 
(see Example 8 in Appendix).
54
 In reality, Tsvetaeva committed suicide: Gubaidulina believes 
that she “was destroyed by the vulgarity of Soviet ideology, [and] the aggressiveness of the 
Soviet system.”55 Hour of the Soul concludes more optimistically, with the solo percussionist 
(representing Tsvetaeva’s masculinity) and mezzo-soprano (representing her femininity) 
standing together at the front of the stage, united in triumph over oppression.
56
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 In Hour of the Soul, Gubaidulina assigned gender to certain aspects of the music: the 
percussion represents the masculine aspects of Tsvetaeva’s soul, while the female voice 
represents the feminine aspects. Gubaidulina’s conceptions of masculinity and femininity do not 
always align with their more traditional associations: she associates percussion with masculinity, 
but also associates it with mysticism and irrationality, qualities more typically associated with 
femininity. It is important to note that the conflict which drives the work is not a conflict 
between the masculine and the feminine, but between the revolutionary poet and the oppressive 
state. The masculine does not conquer the feminine, as it does in traditional sonata form, but 
rather the nonconformist artist overcomes oppression. Further, this victory is only achieved when 
the masculine and feminine are brought together: the masculine percussion alone was insufficient. 
In this work, the masculine and feminine are truly complementary. Typical of Gubaidulina’s 
music, Hour of the Soul creates profound meaning through the complex interaction of musical 
ideas. 
 
Style and Compositional Method 
 Gubaidulina is sometimes labeled an “avant-garde” composer, not necessarily because 
the style of her music resembles that of other avant-garde composers, but by virtue of the fact 
that she was an “unofficial” composer.57 To be outside the mainstream in the USSR was to be 
avant-garde, since the only mainstream music was state-approved music; anything else was a 
form of rebellion. While Gubaidulina does use avant-garde techniques developed by her Western 
colleagues, she combines traditional and contemporary compositional techniques freely for their 
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expressive or symbolic potential, rather than for their own sake. In this sense, she explicitly 
rejects the idea of “art for art’s sake,” which is commonly associated with the avant-garde 
movement outside of the Soviet Union. As a result, her musical style, being neither traditional 
nor avant-garde, belongs to no single category. Gubaidulina explains her perspective in a written 
response to a 1978 interview: 
In my opinion, the ideal relationship between traditional and modern compositional 
techniques is for the composer to be in complete command of all methods—new as well 
as traditional—but in such a way as not to emphasize either one over the other. There are 
composers who construct their works very consciously; but I belong to those who are 
more inclined to let their works ‘grow.’ 
 
Dmitri Shostakovich and Anton Webern have had the greatest influence on my work. 
Although their influence has left no obvious traces in my music, these two composers 




Gubaidulina also includes Wagner, the Russian romantics, sixteenth century polyphony, 
dodecaphony, and, above all, Bach, among her musical influences.
59
 In addition, her music 
draws on several world music traditions in addition to Western classical music; the composer 
utilizes a wide variety of instruments, particularly those used in Eastern music. In her music, it is 
possible to hear the juxtaposition of microtonality with chromaticism, diatonicism, and 
pentatonicism, and everything from calm meditation to aleatoric chaos. 
  In her earlier works, written in the 1960s and 1970s, she was primarily interested in 
experimenting with timbres and registers, unusual methods of sound production, and atypical 
combinations of instruments.
60
 But by the 1980s, Gubaidulina felt that there was too much 
musical material available, and became interested in finding a way to organize it. As a result of 
her work with Meshchaninov, she began to study and understand rhythm as a means of 
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organizing music on a large scale—in other words, in terms of form—in addition to the small 
scale. She refers to this concept as the “rhythm of the form” or “rhythmic proportionality.” 
Beginning around 1983, Gubaidulina developed a compositional method centered around the 
Fibonacci series, a numerical series with unique mathematical properties. The ratio between two 
consecutive numbers in the Fibonacci series approaches the golden ratio, a particularly pleasing 
proportion which appears both in nature and in art, particularly in architecture. For Gubaidulina, 
the golden ratio represents life and universality, so incorporating it into her works allows her to 
create asymmetric, aesthetically pleasing musical structures.
61
 Gubaidulina divides her pieces 
into rhythmic units, which can range in scale from individual quarter notes to large sections of a 
work; the relationships between these units of time are consonant when they are proportioned 
according a ratio of Fibonacci numbers, and dissonant when their proportions are derived from 
other series of numbers.
62
 As with traditional tonal harmony, dissonances between units of time 
are used at dramatic or climactic moments in her works.  
 In a 1995 interview, Gubaidulina explained how she used this method in the composition 
of one her most famous symphonic works, Stimmen… Verstummen… (Voices… Silenced…, 
1986): 
In my symphony Stimmen… Verstummen…, which consists of 12 movements, all [the] 
odd movements are organized according to the Fibonacci series, while the even 
movements are freely composed. The Ninth movement is a ‘rest’: it is a solo for the 
conductor. It is as if music had come to ‘zero’: in the first movement there [were] 55 
quarters, in the third—34, in the fifth—21, in the seventh—13, and finally, in the ninth—
zero. This ‘zero’ is represented by the conductor’s organizing time according to the 
Fibonacci series… Then he ‘holds’ 13; at this time the organ enters with a major triad in 
the high register. For a while, the conductor continues to ‘hold’ that pyramid of Fibonacci 
numbers and then starts moving down the Fibonacci series, from 13 to 1.
63
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Figure 2: A graphic depiction of the structure of Stimmen… Verstummen… (Gubaidulina and Lukomsky, “Hearing the 
Subconscious,” 31). 
 
Using the composer’s explanation of the work and its large scale structure as depicted in Figure 1, 
we can understand how Gubaidulina puts her mathematical compositional method into use, and 
at the same time infuses the works with spiritual symbolic meaning. In Stimmen… Verstummen…, 
the movements organized according the Fibonacci series are labeled “Eternal,” while the freely-
composed movements are labeled “Earthly.” Gubaidulina often juxtaposes the eternal and divine 
with the temporal and earthly in her music; we can see in this piece that she associates the 
Fibonacci numbers with divinity or spirituality. The length of the odd numbered movements 
descends through the Fibonacci series, until the work reaches the “Earthly Apocalypse” depicted 
in the eighth movement. This is followed by the silent conductor’s solo in the ninth movement, 
which is labeled ‘zero,’ as if the catastrophic apocalypse had nullified the divine numbers; the 
conductor then builds the numbers back up again, so that the organ and its “Eternal Light” might 
restore divinity and resolve the work. 
83 
 
 Interestingly, Debussy also utilized Fibonacci numbers and the golden ratio to organize 
his music in an unorthodox but satisfying way. I could not find any direct sources suggesting that 
Gubaidulina was familiar with Debussy’s use of Fibonacci numbers, but given her active study 
of Western music as a conservatory student it is likely she was aware of him and his music. 
Gubaidulina and Meshchaninov appear to have developed this particular compositional 
technique independently, but Gubaidulina is often pleased to discover the golden ratio in the 
works of other artists.
64
 Gubaidulina is certainly not the only twentieth century composer to use 
mathematics to structure her music, but her method is very different from the total serialism 
employed by composers like Stockhausen and Boulez. Gubaidulina describes her process as 
playing with numbers, rather than “dry brain computing”: instead of imposing strictness on her 
music, this method gives her total freedom to express herself.
65
 She understands this numerical 
compositional system as a process by which she might mediate and communicate her 
subconscious: 
The subconscious is a terrifying abyss: there is both light and darkness. And when I take 
things out of there—if I have reached the depths of the subconscious and heard its pulse, 
its vibration, I have no right to expose them to people in their pure form because they are 
fearful! I must elucidate them, elucidate them by means of structural work. And I choose 





We have already seen how Gubaidulina perceives the darkness of her subconscious to be a 
particularly feminine quality, and how this posed a problem when communicating her thoughts 
when she was young; she appears to have found the solution in her mathematical compositional 
method.  
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 Gubaidulina has also incorporated elements of mysticism, ritual, and chance into many of 
her works. In composing Gerade—Ungerade (1991), for example, Gubaidulina used the Chinese 
Book of Changes. But perhaps the defining aspect of Gubaidulina’s music is its spirituality and 
religious symbolism; the composer has frequently discussed the ways she perceives music to be a 
means of approaching or connecting with God, and considers all her works to be religious.
67
 In 
her 1982 piece Seven Words, a bayan (a Russian folk instrument similar to an accordion) is used 
to symbolize Christ’s labored breathing on the cross. Religious symbolism is also clear in In 
croce (1979) for cello and organ, where the crossing of registers represents the cross, a religious 
symbol which is treated with particular reverence in the Catholic and Russian Orthodox 
traditions.
68
 Offertorium, her violin concerto, was one of the first pieces which made Gubaidulina 
widely known in the West. The title is a reference both to the Roman Catholic Mass and to 
Bach’s A Musical Offering, the theme of which is treated symbolically in Gubaidulina’s concerto 
(see Example 9 in Appendix).
69
 Offertorium is suffused with religious imagery to the extent that 
some critics have found it overwrought.
70
 However, as Ivana Medic points out, these critics have 
likely failed to take the work’s full context into account:  
[The] concerto could be read not only through religious imagery, but also as a parable of 
any suffering and oppressed individual, forced to sacrifice his or her identity to the 
collective; the fact that Gubaidulina’s protagonist manages to rise from the ashes and 
rebuild himself/herself is a testimony of her faith in the individual’s inner strength.71  
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Although Gubaidulina’s music depicts suffering, it is ultimately optimistic. This message is not 
only a religious one, speaking about redemption through pain; it is also meaningful as a message 
of hope coming from a nonconformist artist in the Soviet Union. 
 Gubaidulina summarized her perspective on her own compositions in a 1984 interview: 
Every composition has its own construction. Not all musical material is musical language. 
I like all forms, from miniatures to large-scale works. My early pieces were sets of etudes, 
and I find contrasting ideas very interesting: for example, in string terminology, setting 
against each other arco vs. pizzicato, sordino vs. senza sordino, ponticello vs. sul tasto, ...  
This concept of opposition influences my musical ideas. Form has an influence on 
material—not vice versa. All composition is metamorphosis. It's my nature to think about 
form first of all. What happens in my conception of the end affects the beginning—a sort 
of simultaneous inner hearing of the psychological whole. The smallest unit of time, in a 




It is not surprising that the young girl who placed small objects across piano strings to change 
their timbre grew into a composer who experiments with a wide variety of sounds. Gubaidulina 
finds beauty in the intersection between formal mathematical construction and intuition in music, 
two trends which were widely explored in twentieth century music:  
I am inspired by this working method: ‘the dance of the numbers’ and pure intuition. 
Music is developing in two opposite directions: according to the numerical plot and by 





Analyzing Gubaidulina’s Music 
 By the 1990s, Gubaidulina’s colleague and friend from their student days at the Moscow 
Conservatory, Valentina Kholopova, had developed a method for analyzing Gubaidulina’s music 
in terms of “expression parameters.” Each parameter—articulation and method of sound 
production, melody, rhythm, texture, and compositional writing—can function either as 
                                                 
72
 Polin, “Interviews,” 15.  
73





 Kholopova’s analysis formalizes the use of opposites in 
Gubaidulina’s music, which has characterized her style from the beginning of her compositional 
career. 
 Another musicologist who has analyzed Gubaidulina’s music is Judith Lochhead, who 
argues that analyzing contemporary music requires not just an understanding of its structure and 
compositional process, but also the elements that affect how music is experienced.
75
 These can 
include visualizations of music, bodily gesture, and criticism of music. Lochhead’s analysis of 
Gubaidulina’s second string quartet addresses philosophical understandings of difference, 
Gubaidulina’s status as a woman, and her Tatar-Russian heritage. Lochhead doesn’t claim that 
the music represents Gubaidulina’s identity and difference, but rather that the music engages 
with these ideas.
76
 Lochhead incorporates a discussion of philosophies of difference which see 
difference as spectral, rather than categorical, into her analysis of Gubaidulina’s String Quartet 
No. 2. This idea of continuous, rather than discrete, difference, is key in analyzing this piece, as 
in composing it, Gubaidulina was consciously exploring the transition between the normal string 
sound and harmonics.
77
 For example, the string quartet begins with all instruments playing the 
same pitch, but the timbre is gradually altered, so that a single “sameness” diverges into a 
multiplicity of sound while remaining fixated on a single pitch (see Example 10 in Appendix). 
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 It has been argued that Western critics of Gubaidulina’s music who denounce her  
religious symbolism as too heavy-handed have not fully understood its cultural context.
78
 Medic 
argues that Gubaidulina’s music cannot be fully understood without understanding the socio-
political context in which it was written. The Soviet avant-garde studied Western avant-garde 
techniques in secrecy and isolation and applied them idiosyncratically, in order to exploit their 
expressive potential.
79
 The music of the Soviet avant-garde was not nearly as radical as 
experimental music from the West; it simply took far less to be considered radical in the Soviet 
Union. A 1984 Time article covering the U.S. premiere of Offertorium describes the piece as 
sounding “tame” to its Western audience, “…but given the governmental restrictions on the 
stylistic range, it shows Gubaidulina to be a fresh, challenging voice in her country.”80 




 Medic goes so far as to ascribe some of Gubaidulina’s originality to her status as an 
outsider.
 82
 Gubaidulina had to fight prejudices concerning her gender and ethnic background, 
and remaining steadfastly religious and nonconformist in the Soviet Union would have required 
a great deal of inner strength and resolve. Not only might her unique background have influenced 
her musical style, but the fact that she was largely ignored by the Soviet government may have 
freed her to write music as she chose without worrying about conforming to the standards of 
Socialist Realism. It is certainly true that Gubaidulina always sought to compose original works; 
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the composer herself said in a 1996 interview, “My desire is always to rebel, to swim against the 
stream!”83 Given the composer’s distinctive personality, and the fact that she showed interest in 
spirituality and music from a very young age, I would argue that she would have become a 
highly unique and original composer even if she had not been born and raised in the Soviet 
Union. However, there is truth to Medic’s argument, in the sense that Gubaidulina's spirituality 
and desire to express herself through her music are all the more remarkable considering the 
constrictive environment in which she studied, lived, and worked. Through her music, 
Gubaidulina remained authentic to herself as an individual at a time when her preferred approach 
to composition was officially discouraged. An awareness of the rebellious nature of 
Gubaidulina’s music adds a level of meaning to her music which it might not have contained had 
it come from any other place and time. 
  
Summary 
 Sofia Gubaidulina came from a family who supported her education and took full 
advantage of an educational system which encouraged her musical development from an early 
age. Gubaidulina did not grow up understanding women composers to be unusual, as evidenced 
by her surprised reaction to associations of women composers formed in the West. These groups 
had been formed precisely for the purpose of helping women composers feel less singular in 
order to combat anxiety of authorship, but there is little evidence that Gubaidulina’s gender has 
ever been a source of anxiety or self-doubt for the composer. Like many of the philosophers, 
psychologists, and writers discussed in Chapter 1, Gubaidulina does believe that women and men 
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are different, and that the process of composition is more difficult for women. However, this has 
clearly not prevented her from becoming a successful composer. Unlike many of the women 
composers discussed in Chapter 1, Gubaidulina never doubted that she had a right to compose.  
Rather than being dissuaded from composing on account of her gender, as many women in 
Western Europe were, Gubaidulina’s compositional aspirations were encouraged by her teachers. 
When her music was criticized by the musical establishment, it was for failing to conform to 
political ideology of the time, rather than to gender roles. 
 Gubaidulina has a nuanced understanding of gender and art, and engages with gender in 
her music in a unique way. Instead of writing music only in small-scale “feminine” genres, as 
women composers in the nineteenth century did, or writing music which involves gender in an 
expressly political way, as many contemporary feminist composers do, Gubaidulina embraces 
both masculinity and femininity in her music as natural consequence of a compositional style 
which utilizes polarized opposites. She assigns symbolic meaning to these opposites, including 
masculinity and femininity, without assigning them different value, and does not let her gender 
limit the musical tools she uses. 
 While she certainly experienced sexism in the Soviet Union and in the West, this was 
greatly outweighed by the discrimination Gubaidulina experienced because of the nonconformist 
nature of her music. Gubaidulina incorporates traditional and avant-garde compositional 
techniques, a wide variety of timbres, and instruments from all over the world into her works. In 
doing so, Gubaidulina creates a completely unique and personal compositional style. Her 
expression of her individuality, combined with the spiritual nature of her music, made 
Gubaidulina a dissident in the Soviet Union. While she used Western avant-garde techniques and 
studied Western avant-garde music as a student, she rejected the notion of absolute music or “art 
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for the sake of art.” Instead, through the intricate use of symbolism, she communicates profound 
meaning through her music. 
 Sofia Gubaidulina is one of the world’s greatest living composers. She managed to 
overcome bias and discrimination due to her gender, and the ideological pressures of the 
oppressive Soviet regime. In doing so, she developed a complex, intensely meaningful, and 
highly original compositional style. As Valentina Kholopova put it: 
Sofia Gubaidulina found within herself the strength to maintain a sense of inner freedom. 
In her music not only is external pressure not felt, neither is there any trace of struggle 
with official dictates. The personality locked within herself turned out to be stronger than 




And as the composer herself said in a 1990 interview: 
To stand as an individual artist and remain independent of all the ideological pressures 
that are placed on one, that is the great difficulty. I set myself the task to be totally free.
85
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 While Galina Ustvolskaya and Sofia Gubaidulina were both highly skilled women 
composers from the Soviet Union, it is clear that their experiences as women and as composers 
were vastly different. This is unsurprising, given the differences in their ethnic heritage, 
generation, and personality. Being half Russian and half Tatar, Gubaidulina identifies with both 
Eastern and Western cultures. She actively sought out the music of composers outside the Soviet 
Union and the music of other cultures, incorporating elements of each into her compositions. 
Ustvolskaya, by contrast, was associated with the city of St. Petersburg her whole life and sought 
to remove any traces of external influence from her music. While Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina 
are only 12 years apart in age, they belong to significantly different generations. Ustvolskaya 
witnessed the tragedy of the Second World War more directly, and was beginning her career at a 
time when failure to conform to the government’s artistic ideologies could be dangerous. 
Gubaidulina came of age as a composer after Stalin’s death, in the midst of the cultural “thaw” of 
the 1960s. The difference in their age can be understood to account for some of the major 
differences in their experiences as artists in the Soviet Union. Especially in her early career, 
Ustvolskaya felt it necessary to appease the government by writing Socialist Realist music; she 
would later wipe these compositions from her record, only acknowledging the works she wrote 
in private in her personal style. This musical double speak was an act of self-preservation: it 
allowed Ustvolskaya to pursue her preferred compositional style while avoiding government 
censure. Gubaidulina did not compromise as Ustvolskaya did: by the time she had graduated 
from the Moscow Conservatory there were fewer  risks associated with refusing to conform. 
Through her second husband, a political dissident, Gubaidulina even engaged in subversive 
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activity. The generational gap between Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina could also explain their 
drastically different levels of openness concerning their compositional process. Ustvolskaya’s 
secrecy when it came to the concrete details of her compositional method may be in part a result 
of her growing up at a time when openness of any kind came with risks. Gubaidulina freely 
discusses her compositional method, perhaps because she didn’t live with this fear. 
Ustvolskaya’s pessimism and Gubaidulina’s optimism can also be seen as a result of their age 
difference: Ustvolskaya witnessed some of the darkest episodes in Soviet history in a much more 
direct way than Gubaidulina, and so it is not surprising that her outlook on life was more grim. 
Ultimately, however, both composers chose to reject the aesthetic of Socialist Realism and with 
it, the Soviet regime as a whole. In consideration of their gender and their status as 
nonconformist artists in the Soviet Union, it is significant that both Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina 
developed an advanced degree of compositional skill, connected their music with spirituality, 
and placed a high value on originality. 
 As we have seen, a lack of education, the constraints of gender roles and domestic life, 
and anxiety of authorship were all major factors involved in inhibiting women from composing 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina still dealt 
with many of these issues, they did not pose a problem for women composers in the Soviet 
Union in the same way as they did for women composers in the West. Gubaidulina and 
Ustvolskaya were able to access a high level of musical education and both demonstrated 
abundant compositional skill. These women clearly possessed the intelligence and creativity 
required to compose well, but it would have been much more difficult for them to succeed had 
they not received the advanced compositional training that they did. While their gender may 
have posed difficulties, as reflected in the bias and sexism of their teachers, they were still at an 
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advantage compared to women composers in Western Europe and the United States in terms of 
education. Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina did not conform to the role of the ideal Soviet woman, 
but they were not attacked or admonished for pursuing a career in composition, as women 
composers in nineteenth-century Europe often were. Gubaidulina did experience one of the 
major problems frequently faced by women composers—and indeed, women pursuing any 
professional career—throughout history: that of balancing work and parenthood. Gubaidulina 
made the undoubtedly difficult decision to have her daughter raised by her parents so that she 
could return to her compositional career full-time; this was a common practice at the time, and it 
is important that she felt this option was available to her. An anxiety of authorship did not act as 
an obstacle or a distraction to these women in the same way it did to their counterparts in the 
West. I could find no evidence suggesting that Ustvolskaya or Gubaidulina ever doubted their 
compositional skills on account of their gender. On the contrary, both were confident in the 
pursuit of their own compositional path. While it is unlikely that they were aware of the many 
women composers who had preceded them, an absence of female precedents does not appear to 
have concerned them greatly. In turn, their accomplishments might act to assuage the anxiety of 
authorship of future generations of women composers; while Gubaidulina might be a better role 
model than Ustvolskaya, their success as composers is proof that women do possess the 
intelligence, ambition, and creativity required to compose well.  
 Gubaidulina and Ustvolskaya had very different understandings of gender in their lives 
and in their music. Ustvolskaya’s colleague Oleg Malov remembered her saying, “I am not a 
woman.” Ustvolskaya shunned domestic tasks, and identified as an artist before all else. There 
are multiple ways to interpret Ustvolskaya’s attitude towards her gender, one of which concerns 
her rejection of Soviet gender roles. We must also consider that Ustvolskaya preferred to think of 
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herself as a singular phenomenon and disliked being compared to anyone else—let alone to an 
entire gender. Her music is almost entirely devoid of any qualities that have historically been 
aligned with femininity; this, too, could be interpreted as a rejection of her own femininity, and 
of Soviet gender roles. Ustvolskaya would have been aware of these gendered musical 
associations, but given the extent to which she disliked having her music analyzed in traditional 
musicological terms, it is likely that she would have denied that her music engaged with gender 
at all. There can be no doubt that her discomforting musical style is entirely antithetical to the 
nineteenth-century concept of light, pleasing, “women’s music.” Gubaidulina, in contrast to 
Ustvolskaya, openly identified with femininity, and freely discussed her perspective on gender. 
She believed that her feminine consciousness made it more difficult for her to communicate 
clearly, but she developed a compositional method which allowed her to express her meaning in 
her music. In her compositions, Gubaidulina embraces both masculinity and femininity without 
valuing one over the other. These composers’ divergent attitudes toward gender illustrate that the 
ways in which women composers in the Soviet Union experienced gender were vastly diverse. 
 While Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina were likely aware of the ways in which being female 
put them at a disadvantage, the ideological restrictions placed on artists posed a more serious 
problem for them than their gender. Composers who wrote music which resembled that of the 
Western avant-garde risked the possible consequences of being blacklisted, being dismissed from 
teaching positions, and suddenly finding it more difficult to travel and find paid work. Despite 
these risks, many composers, Gubaidulina and Ustvolskaya among them, chose to write music 
which did not conform to the aesthetic of Socialist Realism. Gubaidulina actively sought out the 
music of Western composers and incorporated avant-garde compositional techniques into her 
music. Ustvolskaya had no interest in imitating the music of any composer, avant-garde or 
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traditional, but her personal style was still a rejection of the aesthetic of Socialist Realism. 
Socialist Realist music was supposed to please the masses by being optimistic and accessible; in 
this way, it resembled the concept of nineteenth-century women’s music, which was also 
supposed to be simple and please its audience, rather than gratify its creator. Both Ustvolskaya 
and Gubaidulina chose to pursue compositional styles which conformed to their personal artistic 
values, rather than those of the state. By asserting their individuality in this way, they resembled 
the composers of the Western avant-garde, who wrote music to satisfy themselves rather than a 
general audience. However, Gubaidulina and Ustvolskaya rejected the avant-garde concept of art 
for art’s sake: they intentionally used their music to communicate meaning. Indeed, it was 
impossible for composers in the Soviet Union to write music that wasn’t political in some way: 
either they wrote music for the state, which functioned as propaganda, or they wrote 
nonconformist music, and became dissidents by default. The categories used in discussions of 
the music of Western male composers lose their meaning and usefulness in the context of women 
and music in the Soviet Union. 
 It is possible to interpret the value that Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina placed on originality 
as a manifestation of anxiety of influence. For composers in the USSR, the biggest source of this 
anxiety was Shostakovich. As Ustvolskaya’s teacher, Shostakovich would have had a great deal 
of influence over her; she would later attempt to sever any connection between his music and her 
own. Ustvolskaya disliked her music being compared to anyone else’s, partly because it 
suggested that she and her music were not entirely original. Ustvolskaya, particularly towards the 
end of her life, expressed outright contempt of Shostakovich, rather than ambivalence, and 
resented being known primarily as his former student, rather than as a composer in her own right. 
If the towering figure of Shostakovich was a source of anxiety for Ustvolskaya, this anxiety 
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would be difficult to disentangle from her complicated personal relationship with him. 
Gubaidulina valued Shostakovich’s advice when she was a student; he encouraged her to pursue 
her own artistic path, which is what she did. There is not a lot of direct evidence suggesting that 
Gubaidulina experienced an anxiety of influence in the exact way described by Bloom. While the 
myriad ways she applies both traditional and avant-garde compositional techniques in her music 
could be seen as a form of misreading, the fact that she uses these techniques symbolically 
suggests she is more interested in exploring their expressive potential than using them to 
establish her power over the past. She does borrow from other composers in her compositions, 
particularly from Bach; the reverence with which she speaks of his music and the spirituality her 
music shares with his suggest that for Gubaidulina, Bach’s music was a source of inspiration 
rather than anxiety. Gubaidulina’s attitude toward her predecessors resembles more T. S. Eliot’s 
understanding of tradition as a revered source of inspiration than with Bloom’s anxiety theory.1 
Rather than feeling ambivalence with respect to their musical predecessors, Ustvolskaya sought 
to erase all influence from her music, while Gubaidulina totally embraced a wide variety of 
influences. If the music of their predecessors was a source of anxiety for them, they dealt with it 
in very different ways. 
 Bloom’s theory of anxiety of influence does not appear to be a particularly useful way to 
understand these composers’ relationships with their musical precedents and their quest for 
originality. At the very least, it is insufficient. Instead, it is more illuminating to examine their 
social, cultural, and political context in order to understand how they established their unique 
musical styles. I believe that Gubaidulina and Ustvolskaya sought originality in their music as a 
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means of establishing and claiming their individuality, thereby rejecting the values espoused by 
the Soviet Union. In the collectivized USSR, expressing individuality could be considered a 
subversive act. Ustvolskaya’s music was closely tied to her identity, which perhaps explains why 
she sought to distance her music from anyone else’s, and was so specific about its interpretation. 
Ustvolskaya believed her music to be free from all external influence: we can interpret this as an 
assertion of her independence. The performance of her music was a means of expressing her 
identity, as opposed to the performer’s. Ustvolskaya’s ideal of the artist as a lonely, original 
individual who suffered for their art, is more than just a rejection of traditional feminine gender 
roles: it is a rejection of Soviet ideology. Gubaidulina, too, rejected her country’s ideology 
because it limited her personal expression; she wished to remain true to her own identity as a 
spiritual artist. Gubaidulina sought total freedom in her music. For her, this meant studying and 
experimenting with a wide variety of musical styles from around the world, even though doing 
so was officially forbidden and discouraged. Gubaidulina refused to let the Soviet regime dictate 
or limit her composition; her eclectic compositional style was therefore rebellious and subversive. 
Ustvolskaya sought personal freedom by exerting total control over her music. She attempted to 
rewrite her own history to make herself appear consistent with her preferred artistic identity. In 
doing so, she came to resemble the regime she hated. Gubaidulina, in many ways, relinquished 
control over her music, by incorporating elements of chance, improvisation, and aleatoricism. 
While their attitudes towards music and its composition are in many ways diametric opposites, 
both Gubaidulina and Ustvolskaya sought originality and freedom in their music. 
 Spirituality is one of the defining features of the music of both Gubaidulina and 
Ustvolskaya. Embracing religion and spirituality in the officially atheist Soviet Union was 
subversive and often considered an act of outright protest. While Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina 
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used their music as a means of communicating with God, they have very different conceptions of 
God and spirituality. Ustvolskaya embodied pain in her music, which has been compared to a 
form of penance or self-flagellation. Her late works, in particular, can be read as a plea to God 
for forgiveness; significantly, Ustvolskaya’s God either exercises divine judgment or makes no 
answer. Ustvolskaya’s music depicts suffering and pain, and offers no hope or resolution. 
Gubaidulina’s music also depicts suffering while ultimately offering a message of redemption 
and salvation. In contrast to Ustvolskaya’s distant, wrathful Old Testament God, Gubaidulina 
used her music to reconnect with the New Testament’s Christ. We can understand their different 
conceptions of God in part as a result of their difference in generation: it is not surprising that the 
composer who grew up under Stalin’s regime, witnessed the tragedy of the Second World War, 
and began her career in the midst of the Zhdanov era portrayed a vision of God as punisher in her 
music. Gubaidulina understood herself to be spiritual before she was even aware of formal 
religion. For her, embracing themes of spirituality in her music was an expression of her 
authentic self. 
 As prominent women composers in the Soviet Union, Galina Ustvolskaya and Sofia 
Gubaidulina occupy a unique niche in the history of Western music. In examining their lives and 
music, it is possible to gain insight into what it meant to be a woman composer in the twentieth 
century, and what it meant to be a nonconformist composer under the Soviet system. In addition, 
we can understand how individual artists dealt with issues of identity, individuality, and 
spirituality in the Soviet Union. Both Ustvolskaya and Gubaidulina sought spiritual liberation 
through their music. The many differences between these two women demonstrate that there was 
a diversity of ways for these artists to come to terms with the ideological restrictions placed on  
them. There can be no doubt that Gubaidulina and Ustvolskaya are highly original artists; their 
99 
 
personal, spiritual, nonconformist music becomes all the more remarkable considering their 
gender and their environment. These women prove that not only do women possess the 
intellectual and creative abilities to compose, and compose greatly; they show how an individual 
artist could overcome oppression and assert their individuality in the face of a totalitarian regime. 







Example 1: Ustvolskaya, Prelude no. 8 for piano, opening (Copyright © 1996 by Musikverlag Hans Sikorski, Hamburg). 




Example 2: Ustvolskaya, Piano Sonata no. 2, mvt. I, middle of pg. 11 (Copyright © 1996 by Musikverlag Hans Sikorski, 





Example 3: Ustvolskaya, Piano Sonata no. 6, pg. 26 (Copyright © 1996 by Musikverlag Hans Sikorski, Hamburg).  The 
bracketed notes indicate that the performer should play a cluster containing as many notes as possible within the notated 
interval. 
 
Example 4: Ustvolskaya, Piano Sonata no. 6, pg. 30 (Copyright © 1996 by Musikverlag Hans Sikorski, Hamburg). The 




Example 5: Gubaidulina, Hour of the Soul, rehearsal no. 23 (Copyright © 1979 by Musikverlag Hans Sikorski,  Hamburg). 
Illustration of Gubaidulina’s graphic depiction of aleatoric or non-metrical passages in the solo percussion part. 
 
Example 6: Gubaidulina, Hour of the Soul, rehearsal no. 60 (Copyright © 1979 by Musikverlag Hans Sikorski,  Hamburg). 





Example 7: Gubaidulina, Hour of the Soul, rehearsal no. 67 (Copyright © 1979 by Musikverlag Hans Sikorski,  Hamburg). 





Example 8: Gubaidulina, Hour of the Soul, rehearsal no. 85 (Copyright © 1979 by Musikverlag Hans Sikorski,  Hamburg). 
Entrance of the mezzo-soprano.  
 
In the inmost hour of the soul, 
In the inmost one – of the night… 
(The gigantic stride of the soul 
Of the soul in the night) 
 
That hour, soul, reign 
Over the worlds you desire. 
To rule is the lot of the soul: 
Soul, reign. 
 











Example 9a: The Royal Theme from Bach’s A Musical Offering. 
 
 
Example 9b: Gubaidulina, Offertorium, opening (Copyright © 1986 by Musikverlag Hans Sikorski,  Hamburg).  Bach’s 





Example 10: Gubaidulina, String Quartet No. 2, opening (Copyright © by Musikverlag Hans Sikorski,  Hamburg).   Each 
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